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ABSTRACT 
Over the course of the past few decades, first-generation college students have been 
analyzed from many angles. With research ranging from quantitative reviews of lower 
graduation and retention rates, as well as higher attrition rates (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Inman 
& Mayes, 1999; Terenzini et al., 1996; Tinto, 1975), to qualitative case studies focusing 
on the psychological aspects of preparation, parental support, and identity formation (Lara, 
1992; London, 1989; Rendón, 1992; Rodriguez, 1975 1982; Skinner & Richardson, 1988; 
Weis, 1985), this population has been well documented across a spectrum of research 
methodologies.  More recently, scholarly attention has shifted toward a more 
individualized approach, focusing on smaller cohorts within the larger first-generation 
college student population (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Covarrubias et al., 2019; McCoy, 
2014; Phinney & Haas, 2003).   
The goal of this three-article dissertation is to highlight and prioritize first-
generation college students’ voices and narratives by emphasizing their lived experiences, 
as well as reviewing the support services currently available to them.  This goal is addressed 
using three distinct, yet interconnected articles all utilizing different research 
 viii 
 
methodologies.  The first article, a phenomenological case study, addressed the experiences 
of six female first-generation college student caregivers (Orbe, 2004; Pyne & Means, 2013; 
Covarrubias et al., 2019) at a large, prestigious, research-driven institution in the Northeast.  
The second study, a singular, narrative case study, utilized the construct of intersectionality 
(Crenshaw, 1994; Pyne & Means, 2013) to examine the experiences of a female, first-
generation college student caregiver of color as she navigated the higher education system.  
The last article, a comparative case study, examined the available first-gen support 
programming at three institutions in the same metropolitan area.  This final study also 
included administrator perspectives about what is required to implement and execute first-
generation college student support initiatives.   
The major implications of this dissertation project include the following: a strong 
recommendation for increased intersectionality in all first-gen support programming; a 
discovery of the causational relationship of being a first-gen caregiver and the added 
difficulty that multi-layered identity creates; a demonstration of the need to motivate and 
utilize collected student data in order to inform first-gen program creation; and a 
recognition of the stressors placed on certain campus stakeholders and the need for 
enhanced cross-campus collaboration to improve first-generation college student support.  
Future research and specific recommendations for the field of higher education are 
discussed.     
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1 Rationale 
First-Generation College Students (FGCSs) have been the focus of significant 
scholarly attention for the past few decades.  In the area of FGCS studies, it is accepted 
that a first-generation (or “first-gen”) status is a distinct disadvantage to undergraduate 
success and carries a particular set of characteristics that define what being a FGCS means.  
They include being less likely to identify primarily as students than their non-FGCS 
counterparts due to other non-academic responsibilities present in their lives and being 
more likely to assume the caregiver role in some capacity of their home life.  This lack of 
a strong sense of a ‘student self’ creates difficulty for these students when making 
connections with other students and faculty members, fully acclimating on campus, and 
being academically successful at the higher-education level.  Additionally, FGCSs are 
more likely to work, more likely to be academically underprepared (coming from less 
rigorous secondary schools with lower GPAs, lower SAT scores, and fewer advanced 
placement scores), and are 71% more likely than their continuing-generation counterparts 
to leave an institution during the first year (Bui, 2002; Demetriou & Powell, 2014; Martinez 
et al., 2009; Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004; Riehl, 1994; Stebleton & Soria, 2012; 
Terenzini et al. 1996; Richardson & Skinner, 1992; Tseng, 2004; Warburton et al., 2001).   
As FGCSs are more likely not to view themselves primarily as students since they 
tend to come from backgrounds that do not offer sufficient or adequate post-secondary 
preparation, once they arrive on campus, they inhabit multiple spheres of identity 
simultaneously that divide their attention and force them to prioritize their different 
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personae (Orbe, 2008).  This division impedes these students from fully integrating and 
succeeding at the college level.   
While the first-gen student population is one of the more diverse groups within 
higher education, most colleges and universities take a broad-stroke approach to first-gen-
ness, implementing general, non-intersectional programming and policies in order to 
combat declining graduation, retention, and engagement rates within the larger first-gen 
population.  Institutions have been investing significant amounts of time, energy, and 
capital to develop new programs hoping that they will be a catchall that supports the entire 
spectrum of FGCSs.  To date, there has not been a significant improvement in these metrics 
that would suggest that the social, academic, and professional programs implemented for 
this population are working (Cahalan et al., 2018).    
While the available literature has defined who these students are in terms of 
experience and metrics, there has not been a significant amount of scholarly attention paid 
to knowing what these students are actually looking for from university programming and 
policies to help them succeed.  Without this immediate student feedback, the higher-
education system will continue to fund ineffective programming that not only does not 
support the exact students it is hoping to help, but it may also continue to alienate 
subpopulations of FGCSs who carry specific needs due to their combination of statuses 
(e.g. female FGCSs at four-year institutions who self-identify as caregivers).  This leads to 
increased costs for programming due to low attendance (already an issue with existing 
FGCS programs), possible job losses for student support staff, and an ever-increasing gap 
between those with and those without the social, academic, and cultural capital required to 
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navigate the higher-education enterprise.   
 
1.2 Purpose and Significance 
The purpose of this dissertation project is three fold: 1) To better understand the 
lived experiences of female first-generation college students at a four-year research-driven 
institution in the Northeast region who identify as caregivers; to know in greater depth how 
they perceive their own identities; and to investigate how, if at all, their particular 
combination of statuses affects their abilities to be successful at the college level; 2) To 
learn and understand the lived experiences of a student who inhabits multiple, 
intersectional identities simultaneously (e.g. Female, first-gen college student, first-gen 
American, low-income caregiver, etc.); and 3) To understand the resources that are actually 
available and what it takes to implement new support programming for first-generation 
college students at three different institutions in the Northeast with significant first-gen 
populations. 
Although there is no real dissent amongst scholars regarding the negative impacts 
a FGCS status carries, there is still work to be done in order to decipher what support 
structures smaller subpopulations of first-generation college students need in order to be 
successful. Understanding what already exists on campuses today and what students are 
looking for will help advance the field toward more efficient and effective programming.  
Further, this more nuanced and intersectional approach may increase students’ sense of 
being valued and seen on campus – an issue that historically pervades the first-gen 
population.  
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Knowing that this population exists — and is struggling at a significant rate —
should be a catalyst for the higher-education field to ask more questions regarding the 
endgame of these students and what we can do as administrators and faculty to provide 
better support.  Seeing as these students are not being graduated or retained at an acceptable 
rate (deemed unacceptable by the students themselves and by higher-ed practitioners, as 
evinced by the increase in support programming), the livelihoods of universities rest upon 
these students’ shoulders.  Overall, there is a critical lack of systematic assessment for 
FGCS programming from the student perspective; there is an opportunity here for future 
research to take up this task and explore in more depth who these students are, what they 
are going through, what they need from a university, and how we can better support them.  
In essence, this is a worthwhile population that is struggling and deserves more scholarly 
attention from the field.  Knowing more about these students — and gathering this 
knowledge directly from the students, as well as the administrators responsible for creating 
support programs — will allow administrators, staff, and faculty to assess programming 
efficacy more accurately and efficiently while providing these students a heightened sense 
of worth and community through sharing and normalizing their narratives — a technique 
that has been found to be helpful in retaining this specific population.  
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1.3 Historical Background 
Characteristics: Who is the FGCS? 
 Over the course of the last thirty years or so, the FGCS population has been 
analyzed from seemingly every angle. With research ranging from quantitative reviews of 
graduation, attrition, and retention rates to qualitative case studies focusing on the 
psychological aspects of preparation, parental support, and identity formation, this 
population has been well documented across a spectrum of research methodologies.  
Research on first-generation college students dates back to 1975 and began to flourish and 
expand in the 1980s with articles focusing on the pre-college expectations and transitions 
for these students (Billson & Terry, 1982; Brooks-Terry, 1988; Ender, 1982; Pratt & 
Skaggs, 1989).  In terms of more modern scholarship, the recent push and outpouring of 
research can be traced back to Terenzini et al.’s 1996 national, large-scale (n=2685) study 
of the characteristics, experiences, and cognitive development of first-generation college 
students.   From these studies, it has come to be widely accepted that FGCSs are graduated 
at a lower rate, are less likely to perform academically, and experience more stress and 
anxiety surrounding their transition to and tenure in the higher-education system.   
As society continues to foster a college-going culture and insists on a “having-to 
obtain a college degree mentality” (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011, p. 59, emphasis mine), 
more and more first-generation students are applying, being admitted, and matriculating 
into the higher-education system (Horn & Nunez, 2000). Out of the high school graduating 
class of 1992, 27% of students were first-gen (Choy et al., 2000); ten years later, FGCSs 
composed 50% of all higher-education students (including community college students), 
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with FGCSs accounting for approximately 34% of students enrolled in four-year 
institutions (Choy, 2002; Radwin et al., 2013).  This trend is expected to continue, as over 
one third of the United States’ 5-17-year-olds are potential first-generation college students 
(Balemian & Feng, 2013).  In fact, FGCSs have been noted as one of the fastest growing 
populations in higher education (Jehangir, 2010). 
 
1.4 Positionality of the Researcher 
My academic, social, and professional identities inevitably impact my positionality 
as a researcher.  How I experience, analyze, and synthesize my own meaning-making 
processes creates biases that will pervade my research (Briscoe, 2005).  My identity as 
researcher is directly and immediately informed by my other social, academic, and 
professional identities.  Acknowledging and valuing this reciprocal relationship is vital in 
preserving the validity of my research.  
Social and Academic Identities   
 I identify as a female first-generation college student caregiver, having had many 
familial responsibilities throughout both my undergraduate and graduate studies alike.  I 
have never not felt responsible for the financial, emotional, and physical well-being of 
family members during my tenure as a post-secondary student.  This identity allows me to 
be viewed as an ‘insider’ throughout the research process (Briscoe, 2005).  I remained 
upfront about my identity throughout the entire data collection and analysis processes.  This 
allowed me to connect closely with my research participants and demonstrate a shared 
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value.  On the contrary, though, this social identity and the experiences it carries run the 
risk of creating a myopic or solipsistic view of the subject, precluding me from seeing 
perspectives outside of my own immediate experiences (Milner, 2007).   
 These social identities greatly inform the research interests presented in this 
dissertation project.  My individual experiences are inextricable inspirations for my 
research (Briscoe, 2005).  My goal is to shed light on these experiences and give voices to 
the students who have lived these storied lives.   
Professional Identity 
 In addition to my social and academic identities as a female, first-generation college 
student caregiver, my professional positionality as an administrator within the higher-
education field also informs my ability and interest in this area.  In my current professional 
position, I have the opportunity to create and execute academic support programming for 
first-generation college students, while also serving as an academic advisor for all students.  
These responsibilities significantly add to my motivation to explore the areas of first-
generation student experiences and support programming.  It is vital that I remain cognizant 
of my own experiences and identities to be aware of the impact they have on my research 
(Briscoe, 2005).  I employ member checking and reflexivity to ensure that I am not falsely 
representing the experiences of others based on my own researcher lens (Briscoe, 2005; 
Milner, 2007).  My closeness to the topics presented informs my motivations to showcase 
the experiences of my participants – whether they be academic, professional, or social – in 
order to continue to close the gap in the literature surrounding the experiences of first-
generation college students who carry multiple identities simultaneously.  
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1.5     Dissertation Format 
 This dissertation will take an article format, posing three separate studies that aim 
to illuminate what female FGCS caregivers are actually looking for in terms of support 
programming, what the lived experiences of these students are, as well as the resources 
available to FGCSs in the Northeast.  As this dissertation will include three separate 
articles, I will outline each study below, reflecting on the individual goals of each article.  
There will be discussion of the guiding research questions for each individual study along 
with potential findings and significance. 
 
Article 1:  A Phenomenological Examination of the 
Lived Experiences of Female First-Gen Caregivers 
The central focus of this project is female first-generation college students who self-
identify as caregivers.  The construct of ‘caregiver’ and how it is specifically used in this 
dissertation is addressed and developed fully in Chapter III.  The study will focus on the 
experiences of these students at one four-year, research-driven University in the Northeast.  
While many aspects of the first-gen student experience have been examined at length, this 
particular population has not been researched in depth; there are many questions about the 
specific experiences they have and how they may, potentially, differentiate them from other 
FGCS populations.  To better understand the lived experiences of these students, the 
following questions are guiding my research:  
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Research Questions: Study 1 – Phenomenological study into the lived-experiences of 
female FGCS Caregivers  
• How do female, first-generation college student caregivers perceive their own 
identities? 
• What are the motivations of these students to attend and persist through the college 
student experience?   
The potential significance here is immense.  This population of students has not 
been the main focus of much academic research, but it is frequently found that FGCSs are 
more likely to assume caregiver roles in their lives.  Having an in-depth, phenomenological 
study surrounding these students may help highlight how, if at all, this particular 
combination of statuses affects academic success.  While the sample will be small and the 
results will not be applicable to all FGCSs, this will provide greater insight into how these 
students should be supported at the University level.  Further, if it is found that this 
combination of statuses has no felt effect on the student experience, then future research 
may want to stop pointing to the caregiver status as an important facet in the FGCS 
experience.  
 
Article 2: Narrative Case Study 
This article will take the form of a case study model, focusing on the experiences 
of a particularly interesting student – a female first-generation college student of color who 
assumes a caregiver role at home, works, graduated early from her undergraduate 
institution, and comes from a low-income background.  The significance here is obviously 
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limited due to the very small population size, but the goal is to communicate the 
experiences and potential struggles that this student faced in navigating the higher-
education enterprise.   
This article will allow for an in-depth examination of the lived experiences and 
expectations of a particular student with a varied set of intersectional identities, using her 
own words and narrative.  The primary guiding research question is simply: “What are the 
experiences of a female, first-generation college student of color who is also low-income, 
first-generation American, and identifies as a caregiver?”  
 
Article 3: Comparative Case Study of Administrative Perspectives 
As this larger dissertation project aims to better understand the available resources 
and lived experiences of first-generation college students, the last article will provide a 
survey of the landscape at three discreet institutions in one particular metropolitan area in 
the Northeast.  This study will be a descriptive investigation into the resources that are 
available at three local institutions that will include on-campus field notes, analyses of 
resources available online (including coded language, link issues, etc.), as well as 
interviews with relevant staff at each institution.  
Guiding Research Questions:  
Study 3: Comparative Case Study Surrounding a Review of Institutional Resources  
• What resources are available at each institution, and what hurdles do administrators 
encounter while providing them?   
• What do the administrators think students want?   
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• What difficulties, if any, do student-support administrators face when trying to 
provide these services?   
• Do administrators feel supported by their institution? 
The significance of this article is two-fold: 1) It is important to understand what is 
currently available at each institution in order to gain greater insights into what the students 
are looking for (based on program attendance) and how important the first-gen community 
is to institutions (based on campus ecology and resources provided); and 2) This article 
will highlight what administrators think the students need and are looking for, as well as 
give them an opportunity to discuss potential barriers and hurdles that they encounter while 
trying to support student success.  Overall, this information will be helpful and informative, 
as the campus ecologies will further identify what resources are available and how 
accessible they are to students.   
 
1.6 Conclusion 
 
This dissertation project, and the three studies that comprise it, will contribute 
valuable insights to the higher education field, specifically in the area of First-Generation 
College Student Studies.  Each article will have specific recommendations for the field and, 
taken together, will create a larger piece of research that paints the current landscape of 
first-gen support while prioritizing and highlighting the individual experiences and voices 
of the students and administrators who inhabit it.   
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Chapter II: Review of Relevant Literature 
 
The following chapter contains a review of relevant first-generation college student 
literature.  I have divided the literature most pertinent to this dissertation project into four 
categories: retention and graduation issues, acclimation, identity formation, and support 
programming.   
 
2.1 Retention & Graduation  
The first-generation college student population has been analyzed from many 
different angles over the past few decades.  As is the case with most phenomena in higher 
education, the entry point to this population was through large-scale quantitative studies 
(Chen & Carroll, 2005; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Inman & Mayes, 1999; Terenzini et al., 1996; 
Tinto, 1975), then moving to smaller-sample qualitative studies (Lara, 1992; London, 
1989; Rendón, 1992; Rodriguez, 1975 1982; Skinner & Richardson, 1988; Weis, 1985), 
continuing still to become more specified in terms of subject matter and cohorts (Collier & 
Morgan, 2008; Covarrubias et al., 2019; McCoy, 2014; Phinney & Haas, 2003).  One 
mainstay in the extant literature is that a first-gen status is a significant disadvantage toward 
graduation.  Not only are first-generation college students not graduated at the same rate 
as their continuing-generation peers (Lightweis, 2014; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; 
Petty, 2014; Thayer, 2000), they are also not retained semester-to-semester at the same 
rate.  FGCSs carry a significantly higher rate of attrition from first semester to second 
semester; additionally, they also have a higher attrition rate from the first year to the second 
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year (Brooks-Terry, 1988; Choy, 2001; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Ishitani, 2003, 2006; 
Pascarella et al., 2004; Riehl, 1994; Stephens et al., 2014).  Following the higher attrition 
rates, it makes sense that FGCSs graduate at lower rates than their non-FGCS colleagues 
(Thayer, 2000).  According to Engle and Tinto (2008), FGCSs are almost four times more 
likely to leave their institutions after the first year than continuing-generation students 
(CGS) (26% versus 7%).  This significant gap has also been shown to hold true when 
additional factors, such as socioeconomic status and academic preparedness, are controlled 
for (Choy, 2001).  In analyzing the National Education Longitudinal Study, Choy (2001) 
found that first-gen students were twice as likely to leave school during their first three 
years.  This means that first-generation college students are not being retained at the same 
rate as their continuing-gen peers at every step of the college process.  FGCSs are less 
likely to attend college (Warburton et al., 2001), less likely to be retained after the first 
semester (Engle & Tinto, 2008), less likely to be retained after the first year (Stephens et 
al., 2014), less likely to be retained after three years (Choy, 2001), and less likely to 
graduate within six years (Lightweis, 2014; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Petty, 2014; 
Thayer, 2000).  
While retention of FGCSs has been an issue in the minds of scholars and 
administrators for quite some time, it is startling to note that retention rates have not 
improved even though additional retention programming has been implemented across the 
higher-education sphere (Tinto, 2007).  With this increasing population and the low 
retention and graduation rates it carries, higher-education institutions have responded with 
FGCS-specific programming.  Many schools now offer specialized housing options, 
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academic advising, social groups, and additional orientation sessions in order to combat 
the perceived hurdles felt by this population.  While this additional programming has been 
introduced and implemented, there has not been a robust movement of assessment 
following it.  As the FGCS population is quite diverse and can span spectra of race and 
socioeconomic status (Choy, 2001; Davis, 2010; Horn & Nunez, 2000; Lohfink & Paulsen, 
2005), a broad-stroke approach to support programming seems misguided; more targeted, 
subset-specific approaches may be more successful with this population. 
 
2.2 Acclimation  
FGCSs are more likely to experience anxiety and stress surrounding their own 
academic success (Martinez et al., 2009; Terenzini et al., 1996) and therefore have a more 
difficult time acclimating to the higher-education system.  Part of this can be attributed to 
the heightened academic unpreparedness that is found within this cohort (Bui, 2002; 
Pascarella et al., 2004; Warburton et al., 2001).  In reviewing college entrance exam data 
through the National Center for Educational Statistics, Warburton et al. (2001) found that 
first-gen students are less likely to take college entrance exams and, when they do, do worse 
on them than their CGS peers.  These results were also confirmed by Balemian & Feng 
(2013).  Warburton et al. (2001) go further, positing that not only are FGCSs less 
academically prepared as they enter higher education, but first-gen students have less of an 
opportunity to become academically prepared due to the systemic issues creating less 
rigorous secondary educational backgrounds.   
Once arriving on campus, FGCSs report not having a solid understanding of faculty 
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expectations and what the academic experience of being a ‘student’ actually entails (Collier 
& Morgan, 2008).  This is also exacerbated by FGCSs’ proclivity to work more than CGS 
(Billson and Terry, 1982; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Orbe, 2008), often creating a lower self-
concept of student (Orozco, 1999).  This lower self-concept of student was also found to 
be impacted by additional responsibilities FGCSs assume outside of the classroom (Engle 
& Tinto, 2008; Orbe, 2004; Tierney & Hagedorn, 2002; Bryan and Simmons, 2009).  These 
additional responsibilities (e.g. work, familial responsibilities, community engagement) do 
not allow FGCSs the time to be able to engage fully on campus (Irlbeck, et al., 2014; 
Stephens et al, 2014).  
Engagement             
In addition to an arguably more difficult transition process, once matriculated into 
an institution, FGCSs are less likely to be engaged on-campus, and they participate in extra-
curricular activities at a lower rate (Orbe, 2008; Rendón, 1992).  More specifically, these 
students tend not to participate in community-building opportunities such as study abroad 
experiences, learning communities, or first-year seminars (Kuh, 2008).  This lower rate of 
engagement also tends to be accompanied by a lower sense of belonging on-campus 
(Folger et al., 2004; Kim, 2009). The lack of a sense of belonging on-campus can be 
attributed to the multiple spheres that these students inhabit simultaneously and the need 
for a student to compartmentalize their identities.  For FGCSs, matriculating into the 
higher-education system can feel like abandoning who they were.  The dual-focused nature 
of the FGCS experience forces these students to bridge multiple cultures (or identities) 
without feeling a real sense of belonging to any one in particular (Oldfield, 2007).  The 
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duality of identity here for FGCSs is frequently attributed to the lack of familial support 
that these students receive (Brooks-Terry, 1988; Sy et al., 2012; Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 
2011; Terenzini et al. 1996; Zalaquett, 1999) and thus creates a home vs. school dichotomy.  
While many FGCS report feeling emotionally supported through the application and 
matriculation processes, their parents’ inability to provide practical academic support is a 
significant barrier for both engagement and retention of this population (Lohfink & 
Paulsen, 2005; Pyne & Means, 2013).  
2.3 The Consequences of Simultaneity: Identity Formation and Development  
Multiple Masks of First-Gen-hood   
This notion of multidimensional identity formation within the FGCS cohort is not 
necessarily a new one; scholars have been noting this phenomenon within the first-gen 
population for years (Cushman 2007; Orbe, 2004, 2008; Pyne & Means, 2013; Rendón, 
1992; Terenzini et al., 1996).  Seeing FGCSs as straddling multiple worlds has allowed 
scholars to contextualize first-gen behavior while on campus.  Beginning first with the 
‘home vs. school’ mentality, Orbe (2008) expanded on this notion and examined “how 
FGC students negotiate the alien culture of the academy against that of home” (p. 82).  In 
doing so, Orbe outlines the multiple dialectical tensions (six primary and twelve secondary) 
that these students contend with on a daily basis.  While some of these tensions come across 
as self-evident and mundane (e.g. old vs. new), this article is particularly successful in 
discussing the new roles FGCSs are thrust into by their families on the home front.  
Specifically, FGCSs are often expected to assume the role of expert, mentor, advisor, 
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and/or caregiver for their families or community at large (Orbe, 2008).  In essence, through 
Orbe’s exploration of the alien culture (school) vs. native culture (home) dichotomy, he is 
able to elucidate the several other masks or personae FGCSs are encouraged and potentially 
forced to embody simultaneously due to their multi-footed position bridging two cultures, 
communities, and identities.  This is further complicated when one considers the additional 
layers of the first-gen identity in terms of employee, friend, student, and child (Pyne & 
Means, 2013).  As this larger FGCS population is analyzed in more depth, smaller factions 
are emerging from the overall cohort through the differentiating lens of multiple identities.  
One such group consists of undergraduate, female FGCSs that are also caregivers outside 
of their academic lives.  This subpopulation shares the base hurdles of being first-gen (e.g. 
low retention and graduation rates, lower social capital, lower senses of community, 
increased anxiety, etc.), but also has an added layer of being responsible for one or multiple 
other entities outside of school.  This particular population of first-generation college 
student caregivers faces additional stressors and academic barriers due to their multi-
hyphened identities that lead to heightened absenteeism, low co-curricular participation, 
and a heightened sense of guilt for ‘abandoning’ family (Demetriou & Powell, 2014).   
Imposter Syndrome 
 In navigating multiple spheres simultaneously, FGCSs tend not to view their 
student identity as primary, which can create a deep anxiety about their worthiness and 
belonging in the higher education system: many suffer from the Imposter Syndrome.  Orbe 
(2008) describes this complex as follows: “At each stage of their academic experience, 
they [FGCSs] feel as if they are unqualified and simply posing as a member of the academic 
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community; at any time, they will be ‘found out’ and exposed for what they really are” (p. 
89).  Stebleton and Soria (2012) also point to this explanation as a way to further 
contextualize the fraudulent feelings that FGCSs carry throughout their educational 
experiences.  This notion of the ‘imposter complex’ is also taken up by Jeff Davis, who 
adds an important distinction here: the anxiety of being ‘found out’ is not contingent on 
failure; meaning, these emotions are present whether things are going well or going poorly 
(2010).  Davis also adds a temporal component positing that this stress does not allow 
FGCSs to be future-oriented in their thoughts (Davis, 2010); instead, they are yoked to the 
present, constantly treading water in a sea of anxiety.  This may also be connected to the 
fact that first-gens have been found to have significantly lower college aspirations 
compared to their continuing-gen peers (McCoy, 2014; Terenzini et al., 1996).     
Stigma   
 The feelings of being ‘found out’ as a fraud perpetuate the stigma that surrounds a 
first-gen status.  Seeing as it has been well documented that FGCSs do not succeed at the 
same rate as their non-FGCS colleagues, who would want to be identified as a FGCS?  The 
embarrassment that accompanies this enrollment status precludes FGCSs from 
participating in acts that could support their acclimation and success within higher 
education.  Among FGCSs, discussing one’s feelings and embracing one’s own personal 
narrative has been found to be a stress reducer (Barry et al., 2009).  While this speech act 
is seen as beneficial for FGCSs, the stigma that surrounds the personal narrative does not 
allow them to speak; first-gen students are significantly less likely to share their own 
experiences with others than their CGS peers (Means & Pyne, 2017; Whitely, et al., 2018).  
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Instead, FGCSs navigate an internal struggle between speaking up and sharing their stories 
versus remaining silent and just trying to assimilate (Orbe, 2008; Rendón, 1992).  Davis 
(2010) echoes this issue and bolsters the argument by pointing to the fact that FGCSs are 
more likely to remain silent in class and less likely to participate frequently out of fear of 
being ‘found out’ as stupid, dumb, or just less-qualified overall.   
The Fractured Voice of FGCSs      
 Lowery-Hart and Pacheco’s (2011) qualitative study focuses on student anxiety and 
stigma surrounding the FGCS status.  The authors used a grounded theory approach, 
utilizing both one-on-one semi-structured interviews, as well as four focus group sessions 
over eight weeks.  The authors interviewed twelve first-generation college students in order 
to hear the students’ own perspectives on what it is like being a FGCS at their southwest 
regional university. They used these personal experiences to proffer suggestions on how to 
serve and support these students better.  One participant’s perspective on acclimating to 
the higher-education enterprise perfectly crystallizes the dual-focused, fractured texture of 
the FGCS experience, saying, “We all want to be a part of the university.  I just don’t know 
how…” (p. 62).  The use of both the first-person-plural and first-person-singular pronouns 
in back-to-back sentences underscores the juxtaposition of the ‘us vs. them’ mentality that 
a student can feel both in the macrocosmic sense (FGCS vs. the entire University) as well 
as the microcosmic sense (me vs. myself).  This ‘me vs. myself’ nuance highlights the 
fractured sense of self that these students encounter due to the multiple identities they 
embody simultaneously.  The authors go on to contextualize this quote, saying, “They 
recognized their desire to integrate into the college, but are concerned about acting on it 
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because that signifies steps toward leaving who they were” (p. 62).  This point is in dialogue 
with Orbe as it insinuates that a student must transcend, sacrifice, or abandon who they 
were in order to become who they are.  The use of the past tense ‘were’ here puts this idea 
in contrast with Orbe’s notion of multidimensional identity negotiation (2004) where, 
instead of leaving who you were, subsequent layers of identity are added in order to create 
who you are.  Lowery-Hart and Pacheco are utilizing a more linear, step-by-step 
development whereas Orbe emphasizes the ongoing, fluid, multi-temporal process of 
identity formation.   
Survivor Guilt  
 This fractured sense of self and dual-identity also informs the survivor guilt that 
first-gen students tend to experience while navigating multiple identities simultaneously.  
Survivor guilt is a phenomenon that was originally associated with survivors of the 
Holocaust and other traumatic disasters (Piorkowski, 1983).  It is loosely defined as feeling 
excessive worry about being in a better or higher position than others, especially family or 
peers (O’Connor et al., 2000; Tate et al., 2013).  In contextualizing this specifically for the 
FGCS experience, Hartig and Steigerwald (2007) offer a slightly more explicit definition 
as the complicated hope a student feels in pursuing a higher education while they watch 
their family struggle to survive.   
 An interesting addition to this layer of anxiety encountered by FGCSs is the 
temporal component Tate et al. (2013) contributed to it.  They posit that this survivor guilt 
forces students to focus too much on the past (meaning their former, one-dimensional 
identities) at the sacrifice of their experience in the present and the future.  This adds to 
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Davis’ assertion that the stress associated with the imposter syndrome does not allow 
FGCSs to look forward to the future.  Tate et al. take this even further and, while certainly 
insinuating that these students are not (and potentially cannot be) future-oriented, they 
suggest that this survivor guilt precludes them from living in the present as well.  Both 
suggestions offer temporal restrictions for these students that may either preclude or at least 
impede them from engaging and succeeding at an institution.  This notion of guilt has been 
the specific focus of recent studies looking to better understand the motivation and 
experiences of first-generation college students (Covarrubias et al., 2019).  While many 
scholars point to the guilt first-gens may feel as they enter college (Demetriou et al., 2014, 
Orbe, 2004; Rendón, 1992; Davis, 2010; Pyne & Means, 2013), more research needs to be 
done about how this actually impacts students’ experiences within the college system and 
how colleges can help assuage these feelings for first-gen students.      
 
2.4 FGCS Support Services        
 The significant volume of research establishing the detrimental effects of a FGCS 
status has led the higher-education enterprise to begin implementing FGCS-specific 
support services in order to mitigate and counteract the disadvantages these students face.  
These services can be broken down into a number of categories, the three most common 
being: academic support, social support, and hybrid support.  
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Academic Support 
 The recent visibility of issues surrounding the academic success of FGCSs and the 
influx of published literature surrounding this population has prompted universities to 
zealously try to support these students in order to increase graduation and retention rates, 
decrease attrition rates, and improve academic wellbeing of the students.  One of the most 
common forms of FGCS-specific academic support is targeted tutoring or mentoring 
sessions.  These additional sessions are meant to supplement the academic experience that 
FGCSs have with their professors and can be led by either peer or faculty mentors.  The 
peer-mentor dynamic is not a new concept for improving underrepresented group retention 
and has been successful with other groups within the higher-education system (Stebleton 
& Soria, 2012).  Further, it has serious potential to help close the academic capital gap for 
first-gen students, as increased peer-to-peer interactions has been shown to help first-gen 
students better understand the day-to-day movements of a College or University (Gibbons 
et al., 2014; Jenkins et al., 2014).  
 The suggestion of including (and increasing) faculty buy-in with FGCS-support 
services is a particularly apt one as faculty interaction has been shown to be one of the most 
effective techniques (if not the most effective technique) in terms of increasing FGCS 
retention (Kim, 2009; McKay & Estrella 2008).  In order to help prepare faculty to deal 
with the unique set of experiences that follow FGCSs, additional faculty orientation 
sessions have also been proposed (Stebleton & Soria, 2012).  This is a particularly exciting 
notion, as it will help decrease the onus from one particular department within an institution 
and help increase training and cross-campus collaboration.  Many scholars (Rendón, 1992; 
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Coleman, 1988; Stephens et al., 2012; Pyne & Means, 2013) have called for increased 
attention to be paid to the cultural experiences of the students, asking that colleges be 
flexible and changed by their students, not to ask their students to change to enter the 
college.   
 Another facet to faculty mentoring is the addition of online tutoring sessions.  
Allowing a student to maintain anonymity while pursuing additional academic support 
helps ease tension and alleviates some of the stress associated with the stigma of being a 
FGCS: “Well, I’ve used the online tutoring program because I don’t have to talk to a 
person.  I’m embarrassed that I don’t get my math class.  The people around me seem like 
they understand it.  I feel stupid.  I think tutors would see how dumb I am…they don’t 
know me on there” (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011, p. 63).   Additionally, these 
nontraditional resources (i.e. online academic resources) may provide a better outlet for 
students who cannot live within the typical 9 to 5 business model.  Seeing as first-
generation college students are less likely to access support services such as office hours, 
TA sessions, tutoring, and group studying (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Pascarella et al., 2004; 
Orbe, 2004; Irlbeck et al., 2014; Stebleton et al., 2014) and are more likely to live off-
campus, work, and assume additional responsibilities outside of school, more flexibility 
and creativity in support services would help these students take advantage of available 
opportunities.      
Social Support 
 There has been a recent call for additional social support for FGCSs on campus 
(Collier & Morgan, 2008; Gibbons & Woodside, 2014; Orbe 2004) due to the fact that 
 24 
 
FGCSs are less likely to unify as a cohort than non-FGCSs (Orbe, 2004).  This is a logical 
conclusion considering the multi-faceted identity formation they are experiencing, as well 
as the hesitance to share due to the stigma that surrounds the FGCS status (Means & Pyne, 
2017).  This call has been answered by many institutions through the implementation of 
FGCS-specific social events such as ice cream socials and FGCS-specific social groups 
(typically called affinity groups).  While many scholars are calling for increased social 
opportunities, other researchers are pointing to the fact that this may not, actually, be the 
best option for FGCSs as they do not value social activities as highly as academic and 
professional opportunities.  They do not have the time to participate and do not see value 
in a potentially frivolous outing (Forbus et al., 2011; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).  This type 
of scholarly disagreement shows that more research is necessary in order to verify what the 
students are actually looking for so that we as practitioners can make informed decisions 
about resources and funding.  
 An additional form of support that has been shown to be effective in easing the 
transition process for first-gen students is bridge programming.  Bridge programs provide 
the opportunity for students to arrive early on campus and offer social connections, as well 
as early introductions to academia (McCoy, 2014; Terenzini et al., 1996; Petty, 2014).  The 
hope is to help close the academic capital gap so that FGCSs can be better prepared as they 
enter their first full semester.        
Non-School-Specific Resources 
 In a more recent turn within the field of FGCS-support services, non-school-
specific resources have been implemented as a viable source of information that students 
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can receive before even applying for college, which is especially helpful as first-gen school 
choice is limited due to financial constraints, applying late, and a lack of family cultural 
capital (Pascarella et al., 2004; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Freeman, 2017). This opens up the 
timeline significantly and is not contingent on being accepted to a particular institution 
which, looking at retention, graduation, and attrition rates, may help address these issues 
before it is, in effect, too late.  One such resource is the Imfirst.org website.  Imfirst.org is 
an online community that was created by the Center for Student Opportunity in order to 
provide support to FGCSs (Strive for College, 2018).   In addition to offering FGCSs an 
extensive college database that outlines which resources each institution can offer FGCSs, 
Imfirst.org also offers first-hand testimonials from FGCSs, as well as scholarships 
available specifically for first-gens.  This impulse to share (and to hear others’ stories) may 
be an avenue for FGCSs to break the silence and find their voice.  The accessibility of this 
website is also worth mentioning: it is completely free and accessible as long as one has 
access to a computer.  While online resources are always an issue of contention when it 
comes to access, as this resource does not require specific software or credit card 
information, it is relatively high in terms of accessibility.  Imfirst.org has also launched a 
campaign using YouTube to increase awareness and decrease stigma associated with this 
cohort.  In the vein of the ‘It Gets Better’ project (It Gets Better Project, 2020), Imfirst.org 
asks FGCSs (both current and graduated) to record short testimonials discussing their 
experiences.  Celebrity success stories include former First Lady of the United States 
Michelle Obama and former Secretary of Education Arne Duncan.  This resource, as well 
as the databases available through the College Board and similar websites like 
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Firstinthefamily.org, are purposely situated to view a first-gen status as a value-added 
benefit.  This is a departure from the deficiency-model that pervades most first-generation 
college student support structures, and also provides student experiences straight from the 
students.   
 While many scholars discuss the benefits FGCSs and other nontraditional students 
bring to the classroom (Inkelas, 2007; Pyne & Means, 2013; Means & Pyne, 2017; 
Covarrubias et al., 2019), the general tenor in extant literature is still one that assumes a 
deficit.  Additional research is needed to better understand the student perspective in terms 
of a value-added model.  Giving greater opportunities for students to express and re-center 
their own narratives within the larger context of first-gen literature will help empower 
students and defeat the deficit.   
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Chapter III: We Are the American Dream   
The Lived Experiences of Female First-Generation College Student Caregivers 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
The first-generation college student (FGCS) population has been the subject of 
much scholarly attention for the past few decades, being analyzed from seemingly every 
direction. With research ranging from quantitative reviews of graduation, attrition, and 
retention rates to qualitative case studies focusing on the psychological aspects of 
preparation, parental support, and identity formation, this population has been well 
documented across a spectrum of research methodologies.  Extant scholarship has created 
a set of expected characteristics for FGCSs, including being more likely to work, more 
likely to be academically underprepared (coming from less rigorous secondary schools 
with lower GPAs, lower SAT scores, and fewer advanced placement scores), and being 
71% more likely than their continuing-generation counterparts to leave an institution 
during the first year (Bui, 2002; Demetriou & Powell, 2014; Martinez et al., 2009; Ishitani, 
2006; Pascarella et al., 2004; Riehl, 1994; Stebleton & Soria, 2012; Terenzini et al., 1996; 
Richardson & Skinner, 1992; Tseng, 2004; Warburton et al., 2001). 
Focus on Family   
As FGCSs are more likely not to view themselves primarily as students since they 
tend to come from backgrounds that do not offer adequate post-secondary preparation 
(Tierney & Hagedorn, 2002; Bryan and Simmons, 2009), once they arrive on campus, they 
inhabit multiple spheres of identity simultaneously that divide their attention and force 
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them to prioritize their different personae (Orbe, 2008).  FGCSs are significantly more 
likely to come from underrepresented populations (Callahan & Humphries, 2016; Engle & 
Tinto, 2008; Lohfink & Paulson, 2005) as well as assume additional responsibilities outside 
of the classroom – most frequently resulting in students having a heightened sense of 
familial responsibility, assuming a caregiver role outside of school (Orbe, 2004; Pyne & 
Means, 2013; Covarrubias et al., 2019).  This scholarly focus on family within the corpus 
of first-gen literature is somewhat expected as, by definition, a first-gen status is relative 
— in all senses of the word — to a student’s family’s exposure to higher education.  The 
inextricability of a student’s academic experience from their familial positionality can 
create a barrier for first-gen students trying to acclimate to the higher-education system.  
First-gen students struggle acclimating for myriad reasons, including academic 
underpreparedness, anxiety from leaving their family, the need to straddle multiple 
identities simultaneously (e.g. student and caregiver), the tension between independence (a 
student living on their own and supporting themselves) and interdependence (the dynamic 
of remaining inextricably linked with your family), guilt associated with leaving their 
families, a lack of social and academic capital entering college, and a lack of a sense of 
community once they arrive on-campus.   
While multiple studies point to the fact that first-gen students are more likely to 
assume the role of caregiver — e.g. help cover finances at home, act as a language broker 
for an older relative, have a child, or feel emotionally responsible for another person 
besides yourself (Orbe 2004; Demetriou & Powell, 2014)—there are few studies that 
specifically examine how this multidimensional identity impacts student experiences.  
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Gilford and Reynolds’ 2011 study analyzed the implications of parentification (a reversal 
of the parent-child dynamic) due to trauma (e.g. a documented issue with substance abuse, 
mental health, disability, incarceration, or death) for Black, female college students.  Using 
focus group interviews, this study showed the significant struggle the participants faced 
due to assuming a caregiver role while attending college simultaneously.  While this study 
did not directly target first-gen students, many of the participants were first-gen.  
Additionally, Vasquez-Salgado et al. investigated how students navigate ‘home-school 
value conflicts’ in their 2015 exploratory study.  Using a cultural mismatch framework, the 
researchers analyzed how 14 Latinx first-gen students prioritize their academic and familial 
responsibilities through a vignette-response research design.  They found that these 
students experienced a significant amount of anxiety around having to maintain multiple 
responsibilities simultaneously, even pointing to this conflict as a potential source of 
attrition within the Latinx college-going community: “It has been generally assumed that 
the low college completion rate of Latino students is due to academic issues. However, this 
study illuminates what may be the biggest barrier of all: cultural conflict between the 
collectivistic demands of family relationships and the individualistic demands of school 
achievement” (p. 296).   
The most recent (and deepest) dive into this dialectical phenomenon comes from 
Covarrubias et al.’s 2019 investigation into the enactments of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 
independence by low-income, first-gen students of color.  Using in-depth, semi-structured 
interviews, the researchers explored how 34 male and female participants navigate their 
own interdependent familial roles and express both hard (e.g. self-reliance) and soft (e.g. 
 30 
 
self-expression) independence through a cultural mismatch lens – meaning, they were 
looking for moments where a student’s cultural background (e.g. interdependent 
caregiving) was mismatched with a University’s traditional independent structure of 
leaving one’s family.  The authors call for increased sensitivity and compassion among 
faculty to better support this population (p. 404) due to the fact that they are being pulled 
in multiple directions simultaneously.     
This recent trend in looking more deeply at the first-gen caregiver phenomenon 
using qualitative methodologies sets the backdrop for this current study.  While many 
scholars have confirmed that first-generation college students are more likely to assume 
familial responsibilities than their continuing-gen peers (Orbe, 2004; Davis, 2010; Pyne & 
Means, 2013; Covarrubias et al., 2019), there has not been a significant amount of research 
focused on how this multi-hyphened status (female, first-generation college student 
caregiver) impacts the overall student experience.  Further, extant literature frames this 
caregiver phenomenon as being specific only to immediate family.  The current study 
defines ‘caregiver’ using self-identified parameters of feeling responsible (emotionally, 
financially, or physically) for another person.  This expansion is a significant one, as it 
allows for investigation into non-nuclear interpersonal relationships.  
Additionally, this article aims to elevate the phenomenon of being a caregiver 
beyond merely a characteristic that first-gen students are ‘more likely to possess.’  Instead, 
this study is foregrounding and elevating ‘caregiver’ as an actual identity status that is 
worthy of being investigated on its own. I am positing that it is significant enough to be 
considered on par with other identities due to the pervasive impact a caregiver status may 
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have not only on a student’s experiences pre-matriculation, but also the impact on social 
groups, academic projects, and forward-thinking processes like major selection and career 
pursuits.  As such, this study aims to add to the body of research using the following 
guiding question: “What are the lived experiences and motivations of female first-
generation college student caregivers?” 
Overview of the Study 
The purpose of the current study is to explore the experiences and motivations of 
female first-generation college student caregivers at a large, private, research-driven 
institution in the Northeast.  As it is widely accepted that first-generation students of color 
are family focused (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991) and low-income students have been 
documented assuming caregiver roles while attending college, this study is approaching 
the first-gen caregiver population without a socioeconomic or racial lens, in order to 
examine if this phenomenon is evident in the larger first-generation population.  This study 
also investigates how a caregiver status impacts participants’ other, non-familial, 
interpersonal relationships, as well as their career aspirations and future identity ideation.         
3.2 Methods 
 
The research question driving this study is, “What are the lived experiences and 
motivations of female first-generation college student caregivers?”  I applied a 
phenomenological lens to this study to create a deeper understanding of the participants’ 
experiences with my chosen phenomenon: being a female, first-gen caregiver at a large, 
private, research-driven institution.  Creswell (2007) writes, “A phenomenological study 
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describes the meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a 
phenomenon” (p. 57).  The goal in a phenomenological examination is to describe the 
shared experiences of a phenomenon with an emphasis on the reduced essence of the 
experience, not on the researcher’s interpretation (Creswell, 2007).  It is with this in mind 
that I structured the research design using phenomenological, in-depth, semi-structured 
interviews.  Creswell continues: “The Inquirer then collects data from persons who have 
experienced the phenomenon, and develops a composite description of the essence of the 
experience for all of the individuals. This description consists of ‘what’ they experienced 
and ‘how’ they experienced it” (p. 58).   
Setting & Participants 
This study was conducted at a large, private, research-driven institution in the 
Northeast serving approximately 16,000 undergraduate students, as well as a significant 
graduate student population.  At the time of study, the student demographic broke down 
approximately as follows:  31% White, 21% Asian, 11% Hispanic American, 8% Black or 
African American, 24% International, 5% Other.  Additionally, 20% of the undergraduate 
population identifies as first-gen with the institution offering regular newsletters, social 
events, and first-gen student and staff spotlights.         
Participants were selected for the study using a criterion sampling model.  Criterion 
sampling is employed when participants must meet a particular set of criteria in order to be 
eligible for a study (Marshall and Rossman, 2011).  To be included in the study, participants 
needed to identify as a female, first-generation college student caregiver.  The term 
‘caregiver’ was loosely defined, listing examples such as helping to pay bills at home, 
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caring for a child of your own, taking care of a sibling, or, even more generally, assisting 
family members with making and/or attending appointments, or – even more generally – 
feeling responsible for another person.  This definition was purposely kept nebulous during 
the initial outreach period, as the goal was to leave space for participants to be able to 
define themselves as caregivers.          
As the University has a documented Center or ‘hub’ for first-gen support, I reached 
out to administrators asking them to circulate a ‘call for participants’ email to all first-gen 
students actively registered at that time.  Utilizing this on-campus first-gen network, 
prospective participants received an email inviting them to contact the researcher if 
interested in learning more about the first-gen caregiver study.  The tone of the recruitment 
email was purposefully casual and it emphasized my own first-gen status in order to make 
the students feel comfortable discussing their experiences with me.  An excerpt from the 
message read:  
I am hoping to talk with first-gen students who are also caregivers outside of school 
- if you help pay bills at home, have a baby, babysit a sibling, or are more generally 
responsible for another person, I want to talk to YOU!  My project is focused on 
the experiences of female first-gen college student caregivers as they make their 
way through an undergraduate degree.  
Within two days of the initial participation email being sent, 54 first-generation 
college students reached out voicing their interest in participating in the research study, a 
clear indication of a desire to connect within the first-gen community on campus.  After 
multiple emails were exchanged clarifying caregiver status and availability, ten participants 
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were identified as being eligible and willing.  Participants were purposely chosen in order 
to have a breadth of experiences through caregiving and varied socioeconomic statuses.  
As I drew upon extant literature and personal background in order to create interview 
questions that would allow participants to expand on their own experiences in a meaningful 
way, one participant notified me that she was transferring to a higher-ranked University, 
and three additional participants became unresponsive to outreach.  I was left with six 
confirmed participants for the study.  I remained open about my own first-gen caregiver 
status in order to be transparent with participants and to foster a warm, “welcoming 
environment to discuss related experiences” (Covarrubias et al., 2019, p. 389).     
Data Collection 
 In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant (ranging 
from 60–90 minutes) and were audio-recorded.  Prior to the interviews, self-reported 
demographic information was collected for each participating student and an informed 
consent form was distributed.  The semi-structured interviews were designed to provide an 
opportunity for students to share information about their experiences in a guided but open-
ended manner.  Participants were able to freely express their experiences and take the 
conversations where they felt necessary (Josselson, 2004; Ponterotto et al., 2013; 
Covarrubias et al., 2019).  After the interview, participants received a $25 gift card to a 
location of their choosing and were thanked profusely for their willingness to share their 
stories.  The audio interviews were transcribed using a transcription service and then 
reviewed and edited for accuracy.  All processes and distributed materials were approved 
by the appropriate Institutional Review Board.  
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Table 1 
Participants’ Self-Reported Demographic Information 
Pseudonym Class 
Year 
Major Home Race/Ethnicity Family SES 
Cora Junior Behavioral 
Health 
Augusta, GA Asian Pacific 
Islander 
Middle 
Class 
      
Erika Senior Sociology Las Vegas, 
NV 
White Middle 
Class 
      
Sonja Senior Economics Queens, NY White Middle 
Class 
      
Amber Junior Health 
Science 
Miami, FL Black (West 
Indies) 
Middle 
Class 
 
Meghan Junior Physical 
Therapy 
Chicago, IL White Lower 
Middle 
Class 
 
Stacey Senior Biology Portland, ME Asian Pacific 
Islander 
Low Income 
 
Data Analysis 
 After all transcripts were reviewed for accuracy, inductive coding procedures were 
employed to identify salient codes and themes.  The transcripts were read and analyzed 
multiple times to identify initial sets of meaning units which were then categorized into 
different themes.  Emergent themes were analyzed and categorized, looking for patterns in 
order to “aid an understanding of meaning in complex data through the development of 
summary themes or categories from the raw data” (Thomas, 2003, p. 3).         
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Bracketing & Trustworthiness 
In order to approach this research with a “fresh perspective toward the phenomenon 
under examination” (Creswell, 2007, pp. 59-60), I bracketed my own experiences and 
assumptions based on my individual identity.  As a female, first-generation college student 
caregiver, as well as a professional in higher education with an advanced knowledge of 
first-gen programming, it was vital to the integrity of the research that I bracket my own 
experiences.  I achieved bracketing by reflecting on my own experiences during the data 
collection phase.  Additionally, I asked all of my participants to review the salient meaning 
units and thematic summaries from our interviews to verify I was accurately capturing their 
experiences.   
Furthermore, to ensure that the analysis and meaning-making units were accurate 
to the participants’ experience, the transcripts themselves were distributed to participants 
for member checking (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  All of the participating students had 
the opportunity to review the transcripts and ask questions or clarify any points of 
discussion.           
3.3 Findings 
 
 Four caregiver categories were identified through the analysis process.  Students 
discussed assuming the following roles: Sibling caretaker (50%), Language Broker (66%), 
Financial Manager (16%), and Emotional support provider (33%).  
 37 
 
Caring for siblings 
Students were expected to care for siblings by providing personal, academic, and 
administrative support before and after matriculating in college.  This builds on the extant 
literature looking at the pre-existing familial responsibilities of FGCSs, and the pressure to 
maintain these responsibilities while pursuing an education (Rogoff, 2014; Valdés, 1996; 
Covarrubias et al., 2019).  Each participant identified feeling responsible for someone other 
than themselves, but three of the six respondents explicitly discussed the expectation of 
how they would support their siblings and continue to support them after beginning their 
studies.  Cora, a junior from Augusta, GA, shared her struggles with managing her own 
time and the demands of her siblings.  In addition to driving her brothers around in high 
school and booking doctor and dentist appointments for them, she also served – and 
continues to serve – as the point person for their academic support:   
They kind of consider me as like their mother because they kind of go to me for 
their issues instead of going directly to my parents.  I feel like they always come to 
me first for whatever problems they have and I'm just like you, ‘You can go to your 
parents, you know?’ (soft laugh)  So they just prefer to talk to me.  They still call 
me every day with homework and stuff.  If it's short, then, like, I like let them talk 
to me if it's important. Like my brother called me yesterday and I was like, ‘I’m 
about to study for an exam,’ but he said it will be quick. And I'm like ‘OK.’  But 
sometimes I do have to end up staying up later than I want to because my youngest 
brother wants me to like proofread his essay but he also starts on it very late. So he 
was like, ‘Can I call you back at like ya know? 2:30am?’  And I’m like (laughing) 
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‘I’m going to bed!’  He's like ‘OK, I'll call you later to wake you up.’ I was like 
‘OK, that's fine.’ 
Sonja, a senior from Queens, NY, had a similar situation, needing to support both her 
mother and her much younger siblings as they navigated new academic waters:  
In terms of like doing work and like homework and projects and things like that, 
my parents sometimes didn't understand what the assignments were. They looked 
for support from me.  And then again with my sister when she was born, uhm, that 
was kind of tough because, uhm, I was doing the college application process, and 
she was still young as well so I was basically taking care and helping my mom, as 
well.  And also my brother who was also in high school, so she was like just a lot 
going on like three different age groups.  Like me kind of graduating, my brother 
in the middle of high school, kinda junior year where it's kind of tough with like 
SATs like preparing to apply and then also my sister who was like, she had some 
issues with you know speaking and all that. So there was a lot kind of going on. 
Looking out for everyone. And even now with homework my mom still sends me 
like assignments and things that she doesn't understand.  It's gotten pretty 
complicated.  Way too complex, there’s a lot of hours that have to go into it.  And 
now, even here, I still kind of assume that role by helping them out and doing what 
I can.  
This stress to manage one’s own time, while still ensuring that other family members’ 
needs were being met, was a shared experience among the participants.  Amber, a junior 
from Miami, FL, stated it succinctly, saying, “I was with my sister because my parents 
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work all the time, so like during the summers when I came home from school I would have 
to watch my sister until my parents came home. So I felt like I was also having to raise her, 
as well.”   
Emotional Support  
In addition to providing practical support by caring for siblings, many participants 
also described situations where they needed to provide emotional support and reassurance 
for their families.  Sonja discusses this in describing what her parents’ experiences were 
walking on a college campus for the first time during orientation:  
They had the experience themselves of seeing other parents and how they were so 
prepared, and they just weren’t, they kind of devalued themselves and their support. 
But, like, I always made sure to say, ‘Ya know, the fact that you even came here to 
this country and started a family, and are able to support all five of us is amazing.’  
I always make sure to emphasize that. 
Erika, a senior from Las Vegas, also acts as a point of support for her mother following the 
death of her father during her senior year of high school.  While her father was ill, Erika 
acted as his primary caregiver, physically taking care of his medical needs while 
completing her secondary degree:   
My dad got sick. I was taking care of him a lot like going to the hospital with him 
or like visiting him there every day. And then when he was at home, because he 
would always try to come home, if like him and his doctors kind of agreed he didn't 
need to be in the hospital, then he would come home and there he had like an IV 
spot in his arm every day for antibiotics so like I would do that for him and with 
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him, and I would cook for him and things like that. So I definitely took care of him 
like in a medical sense.   
Now that her father is gone, Erika feels a sense of responsibility to make sure that her 
mother is emotionally ‘ok’ by keeping her busy and engaged in other things.  She shared, 
“And since he passed away, now my, like, role in the family is supporting my mom.  And 
yeah my mom is like, she hasn’t dated anyone or anything like that. So I feel like, kind of 
like, I try to keep her busy and make sure I engage with her a lot.” 
 Language Brokers 
 In addition to caring for siblings’ physical, mental, and academic wellness, 
respondents also expressed the experience of acting as language brokers for their families.  
“Language brokering includes the translation and interpretation of information for 
members of the family” (Covarrubias et al., 2019, p. 391).  Meghan, a junior from Chicago, 
IL, outlined her experiences as a language broker for her Polish-speaking parents, 
especially when it comes to technology: 
So like for my mom like sometimes she would like … if she was making a credit 
card payment she’d be like, ‘Oh my English isn't really good, just speak to my 
daughter.’  So then it would be explaining a lot like back and forth, back and forth.  
Like a lot of like she would give me the phone or like if we were going to get 
phones, I'd have to be there just so I can explain back to her like what's going on. 
Especially like kind of like teaching them like how to use their phones. Like I'd 
always have to translate and teach them how to do it like.   
The language broker role also had different shades of severity for participants, as they 
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found themselves working as translators for inter-familial communication, as well.  Cora, 
the oldest of three, would frequently have to translate between her brothers and parents, as 
her brothers’ command of the Chinese language was weaker than hers: “My parents prefer 
to speak Chinese at home, but my two brothers, they like or prefer to speak English.  So 
there's like some kind of disconnect in communication and so they all just prefer to talk to 
me.”  
For others, the experience of being a language broker was strenuous and caused 
alarm from outsiders.  Stacey talked about the incredulous responses she would receive 
due to the advanced responsibility she took on for her family at a very young age: 
I was always the go-to person because my English was strong enough that I can 
deliver the message. So when I became the age when I was able to speak for them, 
it was roughly maybe like eight or nine years old, I would be out on the phone call 
making appointments.  They're like, ‘Why are we talking to you?!’  But granted I 
was so young that most people on the other line were just hesitant to believe like, 
‘Does your parent really need the appointment?’ or ‘Are you really doing the taxes 
for your parents at the age of 10?!’ And it’s like, ‘Yeah. I... I'm doing them!’ 
Financial Concerns 
The notion of providing financial support, or at least not being a financial burden, 
to families came up in all of the students’ experiences.  The anxiety of the hefty price tag 
of the college experience, as well as an awareness of financial difficulty, caused many 
participants to work as early as they could.  The respondents worked at local ice rinks and 
picked up tutoring jobs to help defray the cost associated with being dependent on someone 
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else.  While many students work odd jobs to help cover costs around the house and have 
some pocket money, the little literature that is available about financial responsibility 
among FGCSs shows that low-income students feel a significant expectation to provide 
financial support at home (Jehangir, 2010; Covarrubias et al., 2019).  Stacey has taken this 
expectation to the extreme, maintaining a full-time position at her family’s restaurant while 
she is a full-time college student.  While Stacey works remotely (without taking a 
paycheck), she is still responsible for a great deal at the restaurant.  She explains:  
I manage my time very well and I know all the processes and all the steps of making 
appointments. I just feel like because I grew up having to do that my entire life, it's 
not difficult anymore. And since then my parents have opened a restaurant, and 
even though I'm two hours away I'm still the manager of the restaurant. So I deal 
with all the ordering, all the money transactions, and all the employees and hiring 
processes. So I'm over here, even though it's hours away, I know exactly what's 
going on…even though I'm in school…I'm a senior but I keep everything balanced. 
So I think it's working relatively well for me. And they're doing well, which is the 
most important part.  
These results support the fact that FGCSs are more likely to work than their CG peers 
(Billson and Terry, 1982; Orbe, 2008), and this otherness was not lost on the participants.  
Erika works two jobs while finishing her degree which makes her feel more “like a worker 
who goes to school” than a student who works.  Similar to Covarrubias et al.’s finding that 
first-gen financial burdens cause an “awareness that others at the university did not have 
to support themselves or families in similar ways while being full-time students” (2019, p. 
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393), this need to work creates barriers for participants’ interpersonal relationships.  Many 
students expressed an inability to connect with peers due to disparity in their backgrounds, 
as well as just feeling “so different.”    
This experience also forced students to prioritize their responsibilities at home 
against social opportunities on-campus, frequently needing to turn down residential and 
dining opportunities with peers for options that would allow them to stay self-sufficient.  
These decisions were, at times, painful, having to also juggle responsibilities and 
expectations at home.  Meghan frequently needs to decide which familial holidays are more 
important, as flights home are not always in the budget.  (For more discussion of the 
experience of Latinx first-gen students prioritizing physical, face-to-face familial 
engagements and academics, see Vasquez-Salgado et al., 2015.)         
Negative Emotions Associated with Caregiver Role 
 These established caregiver roles caused a significant amount of anxiety and 
negative emotions for participants. Multiple respondents voiced feeling bitter and angry 
about the responsibilities that they were forced to assume as young women.  When 
discussing how she used to help care for her sister, Amber forcibly stated, “I hated it!”  
When asked to unpack why she felt that way, she shared, “I just...I don't know...I 
just...when I was younger I just wasn't really good with kids so I didn't really know like 
what to do. … Back then I hated it because I just wanted to like go out with my friends or 
whatever but I couldn't because I had to stay with my sister.”  Amber felt she had to 
sacrifice pieces of her social and academic potential in order to care for her sister:  “I didn't 
feel like I was able to do as much as I wanted to in school because of that. Like... When it 
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came to like extracurriculars I didn't get to stay after school.  I always felt obligated to go 
back home because of my sister.”  Cora expressed a similar frustration and resentment, 
saying that the responsibilities she had for her brothers caused her to feel as if she was not 
able to live her own life but instead needed to attend to others first.  This further underscores 
the need to examine what Covarrubias et al. call the ‘reciprocal process’ of support that is 
exchanged between first-gen students and their families:  “Prior research has discussed the 
different types of support FG students receive from family members (Azmitia et al., 2018; 
Bui, 2002; Nichols & Islas, 2016; Palbusa & Gauvain, 2017; Sy et al., 2012), but has not 
fully documented the emotional support offered by students to families” (Covarrubias et 
al., 2019, p. 391).  This inversion or reciprocity of support showcases the strain that can be 
placed on FGCSs as they attend to multiple priorities simultaneously.    
 In addition to bitterness and resentment, the notion of family achievement guilt 
came up in 100% of the respondents’ stories.  Family achievement guilt—guilt related to 
“leaving family members behind” to pursue college (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015)—is a 
specific application of Piorkowski’s notion of Survivor Guilt (1983).  All of the caregiver 
participants expressed feeling an intense amount of guilt around leaving their families.  
Amber, for example, discussed how this tremendous sense of guilt for leaving her parents 
without adequate childcare did not allow her to enjoy the college acceptance process in the 
same way that others do: “Instead of feeling like the usual happiness you do when you 
choose a school, I felt, like, extremely guilty and sad.  I literally went to my mom and I 
cried because I was like, ‘I don't want to leave you, I'm sorry!’” Cora’s sense of guilt came 
from multiple directions and multiple family members:  
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I felt guilty that I would be like placing this like financial burden on them and then 
going out of state, like that was really hard. And then my brothers are like, ‘You 
should just go to UGA and stay close to us.’  And I felt bad about leaving them.  So 
it's like, that was hard. 
Stacey faced a similar ‘going-out-of-state’ guilt from her family, as well:  
When I first told my parents that I'm applying outside of state, they were really 
devastated because in their head college is college, doesn't matter which college 
you go to. And I had to reinforce that in this day and age, it's not if you go. It's 
where you go. That's more important.  And they thought it was me just trying to get 
away from them, or maybe it was me being ashamed of my family culture.   
While some students’ guilt was self-imposed, Sonja’s caregiver status was so enmeshed 
with her family, that they actively expressed not wanting her to go out of fear that they 
could not function without her:  
It was tough because my parents were a little hesitant in …uhm…allowing me to 
come here in the first place so there was a lot of convincing going into it.  Because,  
being first the family, and also they really kinda depended on me.  Especially my 
mother … you know we're very close, so I kind of served as like someone that she 
could count on for anything at home.  So that was a little tough. That kind of 
instilled a little bit of guilt and regret for me in the first year.  Like, ‘Oh, why did 
you leave us?!’ 
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Lack of Academic Capital     
The prevalence of guilt felt by these students and their desire not to abandon, 
belittle, or bother their families led to an increased feeling of isolation during the college 
application process.  This independence can be attributed to a lack of academic capital 
(Bourdieu, 1977; St. John et al., 2011; McCoy, 2014); without the requisite knowledge of 
the higher-education system, the students were frequently left to figure it all out on their 
own.  The participants expressed confusion and dismay around both pre- and post-
matriculation tasks.  While all the respondents reported feeling supported emotionally 
through the expectation that not attending college was not an option (see Lowery-Hart & 
Pacheco, 2011), they all also reported the college application and financial aid processes 
being daunting and isolating ones.  This is especially difficult for first-generation college 
students, as family influence has been shown to be integral to the college selection process 
(Bryan & Simmons, 2009).  Without the practical support of their parents, the participants 
of this study were left to research schools and processes on their own.   
Sonja started her college-application process at the age of 13 through the Sponsors 
for Educational Opportunity (SEO), whereas Cora was struggling so much to maintain her 
familial responsibilities, schoolwork, and part-time job that she actually missed the 
financial aid deadlines, not realizing that there were institution-specific profiles required 
beyond the FAFSA.  Stacey took to the internet, researching everything she could about 
academic institutions on the east coast, remaining motivated even after her guidance 
counselors dissuaded her from applying to Ivy League schools, a decision she now regrets 
(see McCoy, 2014 for similar experiences).  Stacey was so bewildered by the financial aid 
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process that she found herself relying on her friends’ tax returns and guessing on the 
FAFSA: 
[The financial aid process was] extremely difficult… because going into college it 
was the whole CSS profile and the FASFA profiles and I had absolutely no clue 
what any of it meant. And I would ask my friends like, ‘Oh what is your income?’ 
or what is this or that.  And they're like, “I…I don't know.’ So I was like. ‘Well, 
can you give me any files or any papers that I can use to try to figure it out?’  And 
they'd give me something from 2010 which wasn't useful.  So I would be googling 
like ‘what does this mean?’ or ‘what does that mean?’ and looking into their tax 
returns. Just trying to find the numbers they were looking for because my parents 
didn't understand the questions I was asking them. It was like, ‘This might be the 
right number?’ So I threw it in there and I was like, hopefully they give me financial 
aid?        
After matriculating into the school, these students continued to struggle with the 
administrative processes at the institution.  From housing deposit deadlines, major-change 
processes, typical credit loads, study abroad applications, to the 4.0 academic grading scale, 
all the participants in this study expressed feeling as if they just ‘didn’t know how anything 
worked.’  Cora specifically painted the panic she and her family felt when she received a 
3.4 GPA during her first semester at this large, private, prestigious, research-driven 
institution:   
I also didn't know what a good GPA was in college.  I feel like I've just been, you 
know, getting As. Well first semester I was like ‘Ooof…this is not good’ (laughs) 
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then I was like I don't know what people consider a good GPA, because, well, this 
is like normally what I’d consider low in high school. Yeah. And then my parents 
were like, they didn't really understand it either. So at first they were kind of like, 
Oh so you're not doing so well? … So this is ya know, different, and my parents 
were like, are you doing well, are you not doing well? It's like, I don't really know 
how to describe what this is. And then that was a whole thing, of, oh, am I not 
smart? 
It is important to note that this lack of academic capital has far-reaching implications as 
first-gen students are less likely to participate in on-campus activities, study abroad, or 
understand the role of student.   
Impostor Syndrome 
The participants in this study shared experiences where they felt unaware of 
accepted norms at their university that effectively boxed them out of opportunities on 
campus.  This lack of academic capital also made it difficult for participants to feel worthy 
on-campus, even though they felt valued at home.  This duality was difficult to navigate as 
students entered the higher-education atmosphere.  These concerns of feeling fraudulent 
are consistent with previous findings on impostor syndrome among first-generation college 
students (Orbe, 2004, 2008; Davis, 2010; Stebleton and Soria, 2012). 
All participants in this study expressed a fear of looking ‘stupid’ or ‘dumb’ in class.  
This did not allow them to fully participate in-class or attend office hours (see Davis, 2010).  
Amber addressed this when asked what her experience was like with raising her hand in 
class: 
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Yeah...especially in like the lecture halls, teachers are like, "It's okay to ask 
questions." But I wouldn't dare ever ask questions in such a big class…I could not 
do that...I've always felt people are always smarter than me. So like what if my 
question is stupid and I just hold up the class for no reason?  That was my main 
worry. 
Meghan had a similar experience saying, “I don't raise my hand in class.  I definitely didn't 
participate in class [freshman year] because that's how I am, but even like for like office 
hours, I was really like intimidated to go or like if I did have a question, I was like nervous 
I’d feel like it was a dumb question.”  This fear of looking unintelligent or exposing oneself 
as uninformed is a classic trope in first-gen literature and is consistent with previous 
findings by other researchers.  It is complicated, though, by the added layer in a first-gen 
caregiver status.  The emotional support first-gen caregivers provide their parents forces 
them to not only navigate their own insecurities, but also provide reassurance for when 
their parents feel inadequate within the higher education milieu. 
Caregiver for all 
While all participants expressed feeling a sense of responsibility to their immediate, 
nuclear family, one remarkable pattern that emerged with this group is the assumption of a 
caregiver status within other interpersonal relationships as well.  All respondents expressed 
enacting a caregiver role within their friend groups, as well as slipping into this role during 
group projects or other academic activities.  Meghan pointed to this saying, “I really like 
helping out. I’m just kind of like the mom of my friendship group. I guess you can say I 
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always like to take care of people.”  Stacey expanded on this, even using similar language, 
saying:     
I feel like because I'm a first gen caregiver that I tend to care a lot for people outside 
of their academics because I can't help them academically, but I'm always 
wondering like, oh like did you do your taxes yet, or did you enter your FAFSA, or 
like did you like did you eat today yet? I'm always kind of like the mom of the 
group because I'm making sure. Like did you have a balanced diet? Did you go 
exercise today?  Do you have this appointment done, did you go get your physical 
yet this year? I’m constantly asking my friends that because I'm constantly asking 
my family that to make sure everything's on track. So because I'm not with my 
family physically now, I feel like I've pushed that onto my friends because I still 
genuinely care for them.  … I'm kind of like their agenda. 
This apparent transference of caregiving due to physical proximity is something that will 
need to be unpacked more here.  This finding suggests that a caregiver status can extend 
beyond an immediate, formal relationship where expectations are placed on a student.  The 
caregiver status can then be internalized and pervade other aspects of a student’s life.  
Further bolstering this point, all of the participants of this study changed their major after 
matriculating at the Institution to better position themselves to pursue a career that is 
altruistic in nature.   
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Table 2 
Participants’ Major Changes 
Pseudonym Class Year Initial Major Final Major 
Cora Junior Psych (Pre-Med) Behavioral Health 
Erika Senior Business Sociology 
Sonja Senior Undeclared Economics 
Amber Junior Pre-Med Health Science 
Meghan Junior Undeclared Physical Therapy 
Stacey Senior Chemistry Biology (pursuing ALZ research) 
 
For the students in this current study, when asked what motivates them to be successful in 
face of all of the barriers in front of first-generation college students, 100% of them 
identified wanting to be able to give back and support their families in the future.  In fact, 
Erika believes she has a moral obligation to help others based on the caregiver experiences 
she carries:   
I could see myself working in a hospital or some kind of setting like that and I kind 
of feel like there's a responsibility to.  If I am morally strong enough to shoulder 
that burden, then that is a profession that I should be in. I feel like I was able to 
handle it with my dad.  So yeah that's something I think about. It's kind of like an 
ethical dilemma that I have. 
This same desire to utilize previous experiences in order to break barriers and serve as a 
role model for others was echoed throughout the interviews for this current study.  The 
consensus among these students was that they were ‘going through it’ so others do not have 
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to.  There is an inherent selflessness in their career aspirations and future ideation that is 
inextricably tied to their current and previous caregiver experiences.   
This finding should be viewed in dialogue with Davis’s assertion that the stress of 
a first-generation college student status does not allow these students to be future-oriented 
in their thoughts.  This finding points to these students’ abilities to be forward-thinking, 
but their future identity ideation is relative and inextricably linked to their past and present.  
They are preposterously, and simultaneously, inhabiting their temporal pasts, presents, and 
futures – all of which are relative to each other.        
Status as a ‘badge-of-honor’  
The last major finding from this study is that all of the participants point to their 
first-generation caregiver status as a positive attribute, something that has helped them 
persevere and gives them a sense of pride (Bui, 2002).  While the students expressed an 
othering on-campus from their continuing-gen peers and a bitterness about the expectations 
placed on them by their parents, inevitably this duality and multi-hyphened identity 
provided practical skills like time management, organization, and prioritization that are 
universally applicable.  This experience of having to navigate the higher education 
environment independently also served as an opportunity to connect with their parents on 
a deeper level, as students were able to identify parallels in their own parents’ narratives.  
Both Cora and Meghan discussed how their mothers also assumed a caregiver role for their 
families.  As five out of the six participants are also children of immigrants with varying 
levels of economic capital, they identify their families’ sacrifices to get them to college as 
a major source of motivation.  Meghan explains:   
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I think it's kind of like a big deal for my family, like I am representing my family. 
So I feel like I'm like the first person from my nuclear family to kind of like go out 
and leave home and go do something really big.  So I kinda feel like, ya know, I 
am doing this for them too, I am representing our family and it kind of like means 
a lot like it’s a really big thing that no one has done this before and I like knowing 
my parents are really proud of me. So it makes me feel good about myself. Like it 
gives me a lot of confidence that like, I kind of like got out of what they were in, 
and I was able to go forth and take what they were able to give me and go so far.  
It’s a really cool thing.    
Stacey felt a similar sense of pride in using her own actions and success to help her parents, 
who are Viet Nam refugees, feel better about their own decisions: 
I feel like, because it is my background, it’s made me who I am today.  I will never 
ever be ashamed of how I grew up and having my parents ask me for help, because 
they have given me my entire life.  If they can ask me for help, and I can help them, 
why would I hesitate?  That’s who I am. … I like being a first-gen caregiver because 
it allows me to help them.  It allows me to let them believe that maybe they did 
make a good decision…maybe the boat to Maine was a good decision.  The empty 
boat was the right boat.   
3.4 Discussion & Implications for the Field 
 
The goal of this study is to highlight the lived experiences and motivations of 
female, first-generation college students who are caregivers.  First-gen students have been 
shown to be more likely to assume a caregiver role outside of the classroom (Orbe, 2004; 
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Demetriou & Powell, 2014; Vasquez-Salgado et al., 2015; Covarrubias et al., 2019), but 
there have been few examinations into whether and how this multidimensional identity 
impacts the lives of these students.  While this small, qualitative study is not designed to 
be applicable to all first-gen students, it can definitively be stated that a caregiver status 
has impacted the participants of this study significantly.   
In looking more closely at the experiences of these female, first-gen caregivers, all 
six participants identified the college admission and financial aid applications to be a major 
source of stress.  These processes are significant barriers for students who are entering 
Colleges and Universities with a lack of cultural capital.  It is apparent that there needs to 
be structural change to the college entrance and financial aid application processes to create 
a more equitable experience for prospective students (Tierney & Hagedorn, 2002).  
Admissions Offices and secondary schools need to continue to create working relationships 
that provide students with straightforward instructions and guidance on how to apply to, 
accept an offer from, and matriculate into higher-education institutions, with the onus of 
this change falling on the Admission Offices.  Seeing as guidance offices at the secondary 
level are under-staffed and disproportionately favor affluent communities, Admission 
Offices have an opportunity — and an obligation — to make this process easier for students 
coming from underrepresented and marginalized communities, especially those lacking 
proper capital:  “Admissions and recruitment offices must recognize that many first-
generation students do not possess the academic or cultural capital to navigate the 
admissions process; thus, these offices must work to ‘ease’ the application process” 
(McCoy, 2014, p. 166).   
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 In reviewing these narratives, Colleges and Universities have an opportunity to 
adjust their approach in how to support these students once they have matriculated.  The 
positive association these students experience with their own first-gen status should cause 
institutions and researchers to pause.  These students view their own first-gen status as a 
source of pride in representing their families (Bui, 2002); this should be celebrated and 
viewed from a value-added perspective.  A first-gen status, let alone a complex, multi-
hyphened first-gen status, is overwhelmingly viewed as a barrier for first-gen students.  
This is a missed opportunity for schools to benefit from the non-traditional skillsets these 
students carry (Covarrubias et al., 2019).     
Tinto’s models of pre-enrollment packages (1993) is also an important framework 
here.  As Collier and Morgan (2008) outline, the notions of ‘academic integration’ (a 
student’s motivation to graduate from college) and ‘social integration’ (a student’s 
motivation to graduate from a specific institution) are helpful retention points.  A greater 
focus on academic preparedness and comfort once a student arrives on campus can be a 
lucrative investment for institutions as they attempt to retain and graduate these students.  
Providing historically underrepresented students (such as first-generation college students) 
spaces on campus to reflect on their own experiences and see the value of their 
nontraditional skillsets within the traditional landscape of higher education may help 
expedite the integration and transition processes, thus increasing retention rates within this 
population.    
The deficit-model approach, one where there is an assumption that first-gen 
students are lacking and are going to struggle academically, is an alienating practice that 
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disincentivizes this population from taking advantage of resources that are being offered – 
resources that have been created based on the assumption of a deficit.  This is an auto-
negative model that excludes valuable student input, requires financial and staffing capital 
from schools, and has not been successful in closing the achievement gap between first-
gen and continuing-gen students.  One participant in this study expressed feeling ‘crushed’ 
and ‘belittled’ by the emails that she automatically received through her school’s first-gen 
list serv.  Covarrubias et al. (2019) point to the rigid definition of preparedness and value 
saying, “FG students shared engaging in self-reliant behaviors before transitioning to 
college.  Yet, because these behaviors are driven by social contexts outside of academia, 
they are not regarded or considered viable ways of thinking in the university” (p. 402).   
Integral to this value-added paradigm shift is a requirement for Colleges and 
Universities to provide spaces for first-gen students to reflect upon and share their personal 
narratives with others.  This reflective act has been shown to reduce the stigma associated 
with and the anxiety felt by first-gen students surrounding their own status (Barry et al., 
2009).  These first-gen safe spaces could empower students to share their narratives and 
increase their understanding of their own experiences.  This act of sharing may help first-
gen students organically build communities on campus, as the diverse-nature of a first-gen 
status causes these students to be notoriously difficult to unite (Kuh, 2008).  This activism 
through research and support programming should be explored by institutions as a low-
cost, low-maintenance way to dispel the stigma and impostor syndrome associated with 
being a first-generation college student.       
 Moreover, this need to embrace individual student narratives becomes additionally 
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important when we consider the far-reaching impact a caregiver status has on a student 
experience.  As we saw in this study, the negative emotions, anxiety, and stigma these 
students carried were explicitly tied to their own caregiver statuses.  They experienced 
family achievement guilt because they were leaving their families without babysitters, 
emotional support, and financial contributors.  They experienced difficulty acclimating on 
campus because of the stark juxtaposition between being valued and needed at home and 
feeling fraudulent on campus.  There is a causality tied to a caregiver status that needs to 
be acknowledged and appreciated when providing space for students to reflect on their own 
experiences.   
Higher-education institutions should focus on fostering a campus culture and 
ecology that values and understands non-traditional student experiences and does not 
privilege a traditional assumption of independence and academic freedom.  I echo 
Covarrubias et al.’s (2019) call for increased compassion and understanding from faculty 
and staff surrounding the heightened responsibilities these students carry.  Faculty buy-in 
is imperative in supporting this new population that carries a diverse set of pre-enrollment 
packages.  Dispelling the impostor syndrome among these students and increasing an 
understanding of faculty expectations will pay dividends:   “Ultimately, the cumulative 
effect of this greater ability to recognize and respond appropriately to professor’s 
expectations leads to higher rates of graduation and better jobs” (Collier & Morgan, 2008, 
p. 443).  Ignoring and not valuing these nontraditional student experiences is a wasted 
opportunity; as Meghan states below, we are the American Dream: 
I obviously come from a different background and I had to get here in different 
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ways, but I'm here.  I'm more aware of where I come from.  I didn’t come from 
such privilege but I am able to get to the same point as others.  It is reassuring…it 
is like the American dream. That I was able to come from not the same level as 
others have, but I was able to climb as high, is very cool to think of.  
3.5 Limitations & Future Research 
 
As this study is a small-scale, phenomenological examination of the lived experiences of 
female, first-generation college students, it is not designed to be universally applied to the 
first-gen population at large, and its applicability is therefore limited.  This is an area (first-
gen caregivers) that is growing in recent literature, and should be studied from many 
different perspectives using multiple lenses.  Future research should examine how these 
students are performing academically as compared to their CG peers, as well as their ability 
to articulate the benefits of their experiences through the support of career development 
offices.  This will be particularly helpful in unpacking whether these results are truly a 
function of generational status as opposed to being a caregiver.  Additionally, 
disaggregating data according to not only race and gender, but also socioeconomic status 
may prove fruitful as SES has been shown to also be a significant barrier for non-FGCS, 
as well.  This is why many of the same support programs are offered to both first-gen and 
low-income students (e.g. federally-funded Student Support Services programs).  Lastly, 
more research needs to be conducted in the area of first-gen support programming, 
providing an overview of what is currently available, as well as what is working.  This 
would be a helpful tool for institutions to draw upon as they attempt new support initiatives 
for this population.  
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Chapter IV: “Being First-Gen Is Not Enough”  
A Narrative Case Study of a Female  
First-Generation College Student Caregiver of Color 
4.1 Introduction 
 
It is well established that first-generation college students are more likely to be 
students of color and assume additional responsibilities or a caregiver role at home 
(Callahan & Humphries, 2016; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Lohfink & Paulson, 2005; Orbe, 
2004, 2008; Davis, 2010; Pyne & Means, 2013; Covarrubias et al., 2019).  What has not 
been investigated fully is what the implication is for a student who inhabits multiple at-risk 
statuses simultaneously.  How does an intersectional identity impact the lived experiences 
and identity formation for students navigating the higher education landscape?  As FGCSs 
are more likely not to view themselves primarily as students, and more likely to carry a 
multi-hyphened identity from a diverse background, it is exceedingly difficult for 
universities and their offices of student services to create targeted programming, especially 
without asking the students directly what they are looking for in terms of academic, social, 
and professional support.  
While the available literature has defined who these students are in terms of 
experience and metrics, there has not been a significant amount of scholarly attention 
devoted to hearing from the students directly, empowering and motivating their voices to 
tell their own stories.  Without this student feedback and a greater insight into individual 
student experiences, the higher education system will continue to be at risk of funding 
ineffective programming that not only does not support the exact students it is hoping to 
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help, but may also alienate subpopulations of FGCSs who carry specific needs due to their 
combination of statuses and more complex identities. This can lead to increased costs for 
programming due to low attendance (already an issue with existing FGCS programs) and 
an ever-increasing gap between those with and those without the social, cultural, and 
academic capital required to navigate the higher-education system.   
This current study aims to help fill a gap in the current literature by providing in-
depth details of one such student experience.  I present a portrait of a young woman who 
has already lived multiples lives and has assumed responsibilities far outside the traditional 
expectations of a college-aged person. She is conscientious, honest, loyal, and caring.  
While Olivia (pseudonym) checks many boxes of a stereotypical first-gen student, what is 
missing from the current literature is the texture, emotion, and voice behind the student 
experiences that live within the metrics and statistics available for this population. I tell 
Olivia’s story against the backdrop of extant literature focusing on first-generation college 
students.  Specifically, Olivia’s words and experiences are heavy with issues of identity, 
systemic oppression, trauma, and self-discovery.  Yet, through it all, Olivia maintains a 
sense of humor and a drive that allowed her to beat the first-gen odds, graduating early 
from a prestigious University in the Northeast.      
Persistence  
 
Different subpopulations of FGCSs (e.g. female FGCSs of color who self-identify 
as caregivers, the subpopulation of most interest to the current study) straddle multiple 
identities and therefore potentially carry a specific, different set of needs than other FGCSs. 
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However, most colleges and universities take a broad-stroke approach to first-gen-ness, 
implementing general programming and policies in hopes of increasing graduation, 
retention, and engagement rates within the larger first-gen population.  Much of the current 
first-gen support landscape (and focus on retention initiatives) is based on Vincent Tinto’s 
research on student persistence (1993, 2017).  Tinto’s retention theory is based on the 
notion that a student must not only ‘integrate’ into the higher-education system as a whole 
(academic integration), but must also feel connected to a specific institution (social 
integration) in order to persist. Tinto’s theory on persistence has been criticized over the 
years for not being inclusive enough of non-traditional students, with Tinto himself 
admitting that his initial conception was designed predominantly with traditional students 
in mind (1993). Barnett (2006), Bergerson (2007), Guiffrida (2006), and Stieha (2010) 
have all made specific calls for this theory to be restructured in order to allow for a greater 
emphasis on the role of family in student retention and engagement.  Specifically, Stieha’s 
2010 examination of first-gen persistence and voice offers an expert overview of the 
criticisms of Tinto’s seminal theory, not only pointing out the lack of inclusivity in the 
initial iteration, but also underscoring the need for more familial involvement for all 
students.  Elisabeth Barnett, building on Laura Rendón’s (1992, 2002) notion of 
‘validation’ as an alternative to Tinto’s integration, also points to the role of faculty in 
student retention, pointing out that faculty-initiated academic intervention is one of the 
most impactful intervention methods, saying that students feeling ‘known and valued’ 
increases their likelihood of being retained (2006, 2011).       
Moving away from larger-scale, quantitative studies that aim to create over-arching 
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theories and policies, first-generation college student literature has recently begun to shift 
its focus toward smaller-scale studies highlighting individual stories from students’ 
perspectives.  While this is a welcomed pivot, the vast majority of articles written continue 
to focus on statistic-driven outcomes attempting to define and predict first-gen behavior.  
As is the case with most phenomena in higher education, research on FGCSs first began 
with large-scale quantitative studies. These discuss attrition, engagement, and graduation 
discrepancies (Chen & Carroll, 2005; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Inman & Mayes, 1999; 
Terenzini et al., 1996; Tinto, 1975).  In more recent years, researchers have shifted focus 
to more qualitative approaches, looking to gain greater insight into the experiences that 
drive the larger issues of first-gen attrition, engagement, and graduation.   
Yet while there is a formidable number of pages devoted to the experiences, 
expectations, and outcomes of first-generation college students, their actual voices seem to 
be missing.  As Pyne and Means, paraphrasing Irizarry (2012), outline in their 2013 
narrative case study, while student voices are absent, “in their stead are reports of 
insufficient parental support, low peer aspirations, weak academic preparation, and general 
statistical portraits that cannot adequately portray the complexities of life at the center of 
multiple sociopolitical stigmata, including racism, poverty, immigration, and language 
barriers” (p. 187).  While these two studies have specifically focused on Latinx student 
perspectives, this paucity of authentic voice is applicable to other sub-populations, as well.  
The present study continues in this emerging research tradition of examinations 
with higher specificity and smaller samples, and explores the lived experiences of one 
female first-generation college student caregiver of color who successfully navigated the 
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higher-education enterprise from application through graduation.  Utilizing qualitative 
methodologies, I engaged in relational research that prioritized the student’s own narrative 
in order to make meaning of her higher-education experience.  As the goal of this research 
is to prioritize and highlight the student’s own voice, this study will consciously include as 
many direct quotations in the participant’s own words as possible, not only to answer the 
driving research question: “What is the lived experience of a female, first-generation 
college student caregiver of color?”; but, more specifically, to answer: “What is the lived 
experience of Olivia Truly Rosen?” (pseudonym). 
 
Theoretical Framework 
 
Prioritizing and re-centering the voices of marginalized populations on campus, 
recent research in higher education utilizes Critical Race Theory (CRT) in order to shed 
light on the experiences of people who have previously been silenced by the faux-neutrality 
of larger systems. With roots in the study of law, CRT centers on an intersectional approach 
that draws on additional points of oppression including gender, socioeconomic status, and 
sexual orientation in order to provide space for marginalized persons to counter traditional 
narratives through self-expression and re-authoring (Crenshaw, 1994; Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2001; Pyne & Means, 2013).  To achieve this, “CRT emphasizes the qualitative 
experiences of historically silenced groups as a means of re-centering conversation on the 
margins and adding critical perspectives from those who have experienced injustice, 
perspectives frequently lost in the majoritarian tellings of history. Such scholarship 
counters deficit discourses with the messiness of lived realities” (Pyne & Means, 2013, p. 
 64 
 
187).  
Central to Olivia’s experience as an Asian American (specifically identifying as a 
Pacific Islander), this study employs CRT to help examine and further unpack the notion 
of the ‘Model Minority Myth’ (MMM) which has been particularly restricting for Asian 
Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPIs) in higher education (Poon et al., 2016).  
Historically, AAPIs are discussed in literature as being an academically successful, 
hardworking, upwardly mobile, predominantly immigrant population, which erases the 
difficulty and racial oppression experienced by this population (Osajima, 2000).  Poon et 
al. (2016) explain:  
Although ethnically aggregated achievement data (test scores, college entry, etc.) 
suggest that AAPIs are achieving high levels of educational success, these narrow 
measures of educational well-being obscure a more comprehensive understanding 
of how racism affects AAPIs in education (p. 472).       
The Model Minority Myth creates and sustains assumptions and expectations that Asian 
Americans will be successful in higher education; therefore, “the complexities of AAPI 
lived experiences with race, racism, and settler  colonialism in education remain concealed 
within this dominant framing of education and race” (Poon, et al., 2016, p. 472). 
By explicitly focusing on Olivia’s own experiences and providing space for her to 
voice her own narrative, this study hopes to move away from the scholarly history of being 
“complicit in framing nondominant students and their communities in ways that reinscribe 
and support dominant narratives” (Gutierrez, 2006, p. 227) and therefore perpetuating 
white supremacist stereotypes.  Instead, this study focuses on painting Olivia’s narrative 
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on a backdrop of systemic oppression and racism using her own understanding of her 
experiences in order to subvert and avoid the vacant and monolithic ‘model minority myth.’  
Using critical race theory, this study aims to showcase Olivia’s lived experiences instead 
of “problematically privileg[ing] narratives of what AAPIs are not, rather than who they 
are” (Poon, et al., 2016, p. 470, emphasis mine). 
Leveraging CRT’s intersectional nature, this research assumes a feminist stance of 
relational research which navigates away from the concrete ‘objectivity’ of traditional 
research, instead prioritizing the authority of a narrator’s own experience (Lawrence-
Lightfoot & Davis, 1997; Stieha 2010).  With this in mind, I approached this study with 
the goal of not answering specific questions from a protocol, but instead with the hope of 
being able to adequately convey Olivia’s experiences in a nuanced and sensitive way. 
“Relational research, by definition, demands the researcher and the participants be ‘in 
relationship’ with one another and hence requires a research protocol that is limited in 
terms of the number of participant voices that can be managed.  The value of this research 
lies in its depth rather than its breadth” (Stieha, 2010, p. 241).  A relational CRT framework 
allows me to examine the larger societal issues at play in higher education, while 
highlighting and signal-boosting the experiences of an individual whose points of 
oppression intersect with my own points of privilege (Oluo, 2018).  This approach 
demanded a deep-dive that required mutual trust and respect between the narrator and 
researcher.  
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4.2 Method 
 
Using qualitative methodologies, this narrative case study motivates a first-
generation college student caregiver of color’s own lived experiences and personal stories 
to underscore the value of the student voice in educational research.  Case studies are small 
in scale, relying on rich description and detail to create meaning inductively from the data 
collected (Merriam, 1988).  While the results may not be largely generalizable, case study 
research allows us to see our commonalities through uniqueness.  Going further, Pyne and 
Means (2013) describe the benefits of case studies, writing, “Case studies can illuminate 
our understanding of phenomena by avoiding efforts to homogenize experience and instead 
inviting questions, revealing tensions, and allowing ambiguities.  An intimate look at the 
successes and struggles of a student…provides insights into the processes of persistence” 
(p. 188).  This insight into the experiences and outcomes of an on-paper typical first-gen 
student are at the heart of this current study.  
Data Collection 
The current study presents an in-depth examination of one student’s experiences at 
a large, research-driven institution in the Northeast based on three years’ worth of 
exchanges between the researcher and narrator.  While Olivia Truly Rosen (a pseudonym) 
may check many typical boxes that first-generation college students are expected to 
embody, her voice and understanding of the life events that led her to higher education are 
unique and provide texture and specificity to already-accepted first-gen tropes.  Olivia and 
I first met while she worked as a work-study student.  We initially bonded over our shared 
first-gen statuses and, over the course of working together for two years, I learned more 
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about her complex, multi-hyphenated first-gen identity.  When I formally began the 
research for this study, I was no longer working with Olivia, having moved on 
professionally to another institution.   
We met for our first interview just after she had completed her last set of ‘final 
exams’ as a senior in December 2016.  Our initial exchange was a two-hour, open-ended, 
semi-structured interview where I asked her questions that elicited stories about her 
experiences as a student.  We followed this interview with written exchanges over the next 
few years, amassing a significant amount of data about what it was like being a female, 
first-generation college student caregiver of color at a large university in the Northeast.  
The audio interview was transcribed using a transcription service and then reviewed and 
edited for accuracy, and our email correspondence was put into a single living document 
that housed all of our exchanges.   
Data Analysis 
After all transcripts and exchanges were reviewed for accuracy, inductive coding 
procedures were employed to identify salient codes and themes.  The transcripts were read 
and analyzed multiple times to identify initial sets of meaning units which were then 
categorized into different themes.  Emergent themes were analyzed and categorized, 
looking for patterns in order to “aid an understanding of meaning in complex data through 
the development of summary themes or categories from the raw data” (Thomas, 2003, p. 
3).  Three overarching themes emerged as being most salient and present throughout 
Olivia’s stories.  They are: 1) Her caregiver status, 2) The phenomenon of continually 
feeling ‘othered,’ and 3) The forced or assumed independence that Olivia adopted 
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throughout her life.   
Member Checking 
To ensure that the analysis and meaning-making units were accurate to Olivia’s 
experience, I made sure to distribute all transcripts for member checking (Marshall & 
Rossman, 2011).  At every step, Olivia had the opportunity to review the transcripts and 
ask questions or clarify any points of discussion.  Once our exchanges were coded, I 
discussed with Olivia the salient themes I planned on highlighting through her personal 
narrative, again providing a member check for clarity — to ensure that I was not forcing a 
narrative that was not true to her experience.  
Knowing that Olivia would read the article provided greater motivation to approach 
the article with sensitivity and nuance. Katherine Borland (2017) discusses this need for 
compassion saying, “The performance of a personal narrative is a fundamental means by 
which people comprehend their own lives and present a ‘self’ to their audience. Our 
scholarly representations of those performances, if not sensitively presented, may 
constitute an attack on our collaborators’ carefully constructed sense of self” (p. 69). 
Knowing that Olivia trusted me to handle her personal snapshots with care is a 
responsibility about which I do not underestimate the gravity. 
   
4.3 Findings 
Background: Meet Olivia 
 Olivia Truly Rosen was born in Indonesia to a White, Merchant Marine father from 
Cleveland, Ohio and a young Indonesian mother who lived on the Island of Java.  Olivia’s 
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parents were married and moved the family to the suburbs of Cleveland when Oliva was 
only four months old.  Four years later, Olivia would be joined by a younger brother, Danny 
(pseudonym).  Neither of Olivia’s parents attended college; in fact, her mother left school 
at the age of 16, and her father only briefly attended technical school as part of his Coast 
Guard career.  It was always understood that Olivia would attend college, having shown 
outstanding academic success, even being labeled and placed in the ‘gifted’ program 
throughout her K–12 tenure, though this college-going expectation did not come with 
logistical or administrative support.  This led Olivia to feel that she needed to handle the 
processes alone, determined not to need to ask for help.   
   
Caregiver Status 
Olivia’s caregiver status was solidified early in life due to a parallel development 
that she shared with her mother, and an ingrained sensitivity to her mother’s immigrant 
experience.  Olivia felt the need to ‘parent her parents’ from an early age, crediting much 
of this to her mother’s lack of expressive English language skills, and their learning to 
speak English simultaneously. This gave Olivia a patience and sensitivity that was mature 
(even maternal) beyond her young age at the time:    
I am very close with my mother. And I always had from an early age…I always 
knew that she was living in not her home country. So I was always careful not to 
make her feel Un-American in any way.  I remember being at our citizenship 
ceremony for U.S. citizenship when I was three and a half. And you know, it's a big 
moment for her!  But I also knew that it meant…I knew that she had another home. 
 70 
 
And so, I was always careful not to mention her accent. Never. I never tried to call 
her out on it, or ask her to repeat things. I always tried to be patient with her because 
it's hard for her, and I could see her struggling with it from early on.  She'd always 
want to say something and, you know, she like, she couldn't because the 
words…she just didn't know the words.  
Olivia’s mother’s sense of home was further complicated by the fact that she did not have 
anyone to speak her native Indonesian language with in Cleveland.  The task of learning 
English while simultaneously trying to teach her toddler English meant there was not 
enough time to also pass along the Javanese language that connected Olivia to her 
Indonesian heritage:  
I say that I was born in Indonesia, but I left when I was like 4 months old so I can't 
really speak it because my mom was learning English when I was learning English 
in America. She didn't really feel confident in learning a new language and teaching 
me two languages. She said she was at home by herself, my dad was at work, so 
we learned by listening to children shows, you know, Barney and all of that.  That 
is how we really learned English together, pretty much simultaneously.  As I was 
learning to speak, so was my mother.  She always cites Barney as who she learned 
English from.  She still has a, now it's not quite as heavy, but she always had an 
accent.  Pretty classic ‘Asian’ accent that was always difficult for her.  I grew up 
with patience because I knew, you know even growing up, like this was her second 
language. And I think I kind of regret not learning Indonesian. And I think she kind 
of regrets not being able to teach me. 
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Throughout her childhood, Olivia would frequently act as an intermediary for her mother, 
helping her navigate social situations that could have been embarrassing or difficult for her 
because of her English skills.  Olivia would frequently prioritize her mother’s experience 
over her own, negotiating social interactions, constantly anticipating (and preemptively 
resolving) awkward moments to avoid any discomfort her mother may face – an exhausting 
enterprise for a young child: 
I think a lot of my ability to advocate comes from the fact that I know English in a 
way my mother never will, and I often had to clarify things for her, even as a kid. 
There are plenty of American words and phrases that don’t have direct translations, 
and I learned how to bridge the gap for my mom. She’s an incredibly smart woman, 
but all of that is locked away behind a different language. Watching my mom work 
on her GED and learn English taught me patience and empathy.  I have so much 
respect for her. Even after 24 years in this country, there are still words she doesn’t 
know and it may take her an extra minute to understand an electric bill or a 
homeowner’s association letter. When we were out in public, or even at home 
around my friends, I had to act as a translator or mediator. And I had to do it in a 
way that wouldn’t embarrass my mother, or at least embarrass her as little as 
possible.  I eventually started noticing the look on people’s faces when my mom 
needs to pause to think of a word’s definition, or when she turns to me to ask for 
clarification. Her accent is less thick now but it’s still present, and it will never fully 
disappear, but there are times when she’s self-conscious about it. My mother’s 
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accent isn’t an embellishment to her personality; it isn’t a choice. For 24 years, my 
brother and I have been making sure our mom can survive and thrive in this country.  
 Olivia continued this parallel maternal development by assuming roles and 
responsibilities that her mother had, not only for her own family, but also her mother’s 
professional experiences as a nanny:  
Shortly before I started preschool, my mother found a job as a nanny/maid combo. 
Every day, all of us would go to this family’s house. She would watch over two 
young boys while also cleaning and doing laundry. The youngest was the same age 
as my brother—born within a month of one another—so he had found a lifelong 
best friend. The other boy was a year younger than me and a great playmate, but I 
always wished I had a girl to play with.  Even though my mom was officially the 
babysitter, I think being the oldest, I also felt like I had to look over the boys when 
my mom wasn’t in the room. They would probably tell you I was pretty annoying, 
but no one ever broke their arm while I was around! 
Olivia and her mother created an incredibly close, reciprocal relationship that 
allowed them to rely on each other during Olivia’s early transformative years.  While not 
a traditional mother-daughter dynamic, Olivia continued to assume more responsibility for 
both her mother and brother due to the strained relationship she had with her father.  During 
the ages of 10-12, Olivia’s mother would ask her how she thought Olivia and her brother 
would react if she and Olivia’s father were to separate.  Olivia would typically reply that it 
would make them sad, without (yet) understanding the emotional burden of the question.  
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I do remember my mom asking me, like, would I be sad. Would Danny and I be 
sad if they got divorced or separated. I’d say yes. I mean, my dad wasn't always a 
great dad. I was definitely closer to my mom. It was hard for me to develop a 
relationship with him even when I hung out with him. I'd just be like in the same 
room but doing separate things.  Like he wasn't the kind of dad that was in the 
backyard playing catch or whatever dads do….what I thought dads did. That wasn't 
my dad. (sighs) I was like, ‘Yeah, I don't want you to be separated.  That would be 
sad.’  
Olivia thinks of these conversations now retrospectively with a slight twinge of guilt.  Of 
course there was no way for her, at the time, to see that her mother was struggling in the 
marriage and looking for support in making a decision to leave.  Unfortunately, one night 
during the eighth grade she learned first-hand why her mother had been contemplating 
leaving: 
I remember having a fight in eighth grade, it was early in the school year, where 
my dad had yelled at me and told me to get off the computer and stop wasting my 
time on whatever it was I was doing.  I found it ridiculous because I didn't have any 
schoolwork and it wasn't that late. I snuck by and had gone to my room with the 
computer, and he found me and was furious and yelling at me. So I stormed out of 
my room and my mom comes home from work, and he starts yelling at her saying 
that she raised me wrong and I'm ungrateful and all these sorts of awful things. And 
then she was in my room and I could hear all this yelling and she goes out into our 
front yard, and is crying, and I can see her from my bedroom window. So I go out 
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to her, to comfort her, because I feel like it's all my fault. I knew they had been 
fighting but this time I felt like it was on me because I was the one that made him 
mad. And so I go out to comfort her, and he finds out that I snuck out to be with 
her and he starts yelling at both of us again. And as he sends me up to my room, he 
hit me.  He hit me on my back.  I was terrified, and we were both – my mom and I 
– were crying. And you know, she's trying to tell me, you know, ‘Stop crying, it's 
going to be okay.’ And so I go to school the next day which was not a good day. 
Like I couldn't focus. It was one of the worst nights. My dad had always been this 
crotchety whatever. But this time it was real anger that I saw. 
The next day Olivia went to school, visibly shaken, and sought support from the school 
guidance counselor who helped give her a distraction-free location to complete her 
schoolwork.  When she returned home from school, she entered an empty house with no 
one home. 
I get back home from school that day and my mom had called the police and told 
them that she didn't feel safe with my dad anymore.  She felt like her kids were in 
danger. So I got home and no one was in my house and she called me. She called 
me and told me to come to her neighbor's house down the street because when my 
dad got home from work the police will be there to tell him that he couldn't be in 
the house anymore.  And that was really tough but after that night I started to see 
that he was like this with my mom and just hadn’t been with us. We didn’t really 
see it.  Like what me and my brother thought was just normal fighting, was not 
normal.  
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Olivia’s traumatic experience with her father further strengthened her bond with her 
mother, and solidified her feelings of needing to take care of people, a resolve she carries 
to this day.  While Olivia and her mother decided to maintain strict boundaries with Olivia’s 
father, Olivia’s younger brother continued to speak to their father.  Olivia attended the first 
structured visitation session with her brother, to make sure he would be okay.    
My dad moved out and moved into an apartment in the same town. I refused to 
speak to him. My brother still did but he could only do it in mediation with one of 
those counselors in a third-party location. I only did it once. My father never really 
understood apologies. He was one of those people that always thought he was right 
which wasn't an issue until he had hurt me, and then wasn't understanding and 
wouldn’t own up to the fact that he had scared me.  I was terrified, and he used to 
say that I ‘misinterpreted it.’  And that was what I started to understand; He wasn't 
just like not a good dad, He was a very bad father.  I refused to speak to him but 
my brother did. He was younger and obviously he wasn't the one in that situation. 
My brother and my dad would still meet up and so a few months later my dad sent 
me this big handwritten note. I thought, this is it…this is the big apology letter.  In 
that letter, he said he always thought there was a ‘rift between us.’ Then, he told 
me he wasn't my real father. ‘There was always this rift between us because, in 
reality, I wasn't your real father but your mother told me I was.’ which is so beyond 
ridiculous because I'm clearly mixed race!  I'm clearly like…clearly share features 
with my dad.  Just one of the most ridiculous things.   
After decimating the racial identity Olivia was already struggling with at such an early age, 
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he them moved to her name.  
He pointed out that my middle name is ‘Truly,’ which my mom said she had gotten 
from a dictionary, an English/Indonesian dictionary, which she still has to this day, 
where she was just flipping through words and thought, ‘I like that word in 
Indonesian’ and picked the English one.  He was like ‘The reason you were called 
that is because your mom is hiding this secret from you!’  I was horrified and I was 
like, ‘How could you even think that?!’  Like, even if you're a bad father, you’re 
still my father.  You raised me and took care of me.  I still love you.  That familial 
bond is still there.’ 
These moments of betrayal and confusion made Olivia look inward at a very young age.  
She continued to support her mother and brother emotionally, socially, and academically, 
while feeling that she did not want to burden her already stressed and overworked mother 
with any of her own problems.  Olivia began to hate asking for help, and would do anything 
she could to resolve her own issues without asking for assistance.  “Google is everyone’s 
best friend.”  
Othering 
Olivia frequently struggled to feel connected during her childhood due to her 
complex identity. She is mixed-race, with her father being white and her mother being from 
the Asia-Pacific Islands, never feeling ‘Asian enough,’ while also not passing as white.  
She grew up in an affluent area, but her family was lower middle-class with an immigrant 
mother who struggled with the language and cultural norms of the area.  Olivia could never 
fade into the background, which is what she would grow to want desperately.   
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Racial Othering 
Olivia spent a significant amount of time discussing the racial microaggressions 
she experienced throughout her young life and how they impacted her sense of self and her 
growing discomfort with attention.  
My adult neighbor (who had kids my brother’s age) once called me over to her yard 
where a bunch of her friends were gathered, and said, “Look at her skin, this is 
EXACTLY what I want when I go to the tanning salon.” In the moment, I beamed 
at everyone, happy to have the attention and to be told I was pretty without even 
trying. Years later I would realize how weird and uncomfortable that was, being 
treated like a photo in a catalog of different tanning levels. At birthday parties, 
family friends would compliment my dark hair or remark how well a shirt looked 
against my skin in a way that wouldn’t for them. In easily the most vulnerable time 
of my life, I was made aware that I looked beautiful because I was different, when 
all I wanted was to look like everyone else. 
This focus on her skin and hair continued all the way through her educational career, 
forcing Olivia to confront racial stereotypes while trying to reconcile and understand her 
own identity.  In grade school, Olivia moved from being ‘just the shade of tan’ that her 
neighbors wanted, to now being told that she was not actually Asian due to her appearance 
and language ability.  
I do remember in grade school being told I wasn’t Asian because I didn’t look 
Chinese/Japanese/Korean/etc. This came from a fellow classmate who didn’t know 
better, but it was still shocking to have to explain that Indonesia is, in fact, part of 
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Asia. It was something that would always stick with me because one of my friends, 
who is Taiwanese, could speak Chinese, but I can’t speak Indonesian and that 
inability somehow invalidated my identity as Asian in the eyes of all the white kids. 
As if all of them bragging about their German, Italian, or Polish heritage could 
speak any those languages. 
By the time I got to high school, there was a greater population of Indian 
families and kids, but in grade school I was one of the few who fell somewhere in 
between all the other clusters of kids. The casual, unintentional racism was most 
apparent to me when I was called Pocahontas. Every morning my mom would put 
my long, dark hair into two braids because my hair is too wavy and frizzy to leave 
down all the time. As soon as one kid made the connection, I was pretty much stuck 
with the nickname, despite not being Native American AND despite there being an 
actual Native American girl in our class. I guess the blondes had Cinderella, the 
Chinese/Japanese/Korean/etc. had Mulan, and the rest of us got Pocahontas. The 
unwanted nickname is probably why I never liked the movie very much (along with 
the romanticizing of Imperialism and white savior themes, which I did understand 
somewhere around the 6th or 7th grade). 
By the time Olivia applied to college, she had been forced to confront and reconcile her 
own racial identity based on multiple ‘othered’ perspectives.  She was hopeful that 
matriculating to a large, prestigious, research-driven institution in the Northeast would free 
her of these damaging and hurtful exchanges with close-minded people.   
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Without a doubt, the most impactful identity on a daily basis was being a woman 
of color. As much as I would love to be defined by my intelligence or my humor, I 
can’t escape the identity as visually being different from many of my peers. I think 
I felt it especially so because I’m Indonesian, an Asian country people typically 
have less experience with. In some ways, that’s a positive because there are almost 
no stereotypes that I have to combat. In other ways, it’s more difficult because I can 
always tell when a person I’ve just met is curious about ‘where I'm from’ but doesn't 
want to ask. Though I have had people just ask. I had a professor, during first day 
introductions, ask me where I was from, and when I said ‘Ohio,’ he told me, “No, 
I mean where are you from, as in what is your ethnicity?” 
This microaggression within the classroom of one of Olivia’s first courses at her university 
was just another in a long line of racial otherings that perpetually separated her from those 
whom she sat next to. Matriculated to a predominantly-white institution (PWI), Olivia was 
already feeling out of place.  Having a professor point it out in such a public way made her 
sense of belonging on campus, and in the classroom, even lower.      
Intellectual Othering 
Throughout her academic career, Olivia was frequently ‘othered’ and singled-out 
due to her strong academic achievements.  From an early age, Olivia was labeled ‘gifted’ 
due to her ability to learn very quickly.  She always hated that label and its perceived lack 
of agency (see Poon et al., 2016).  According to Olivia, labelling a student as ‘gifted’ did 
not give adequate credit to them for the amount of hard work it takes to succeed, and further 
separated her from other students in a way she would later resent.  
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Besides my skin, I did stand out in a different way. From a very young age, I was 
called “gifted.” I had a natural ability to learn quickly. In first grade, I was placed 
in a higher-level reading group and I was doing multiplication tables when 
everyone else was still on addition and subtraction. Not to totally psychoanalyze 
myself, but I think being “above” everyone else academically helped me 
compensate for the differences in my background. I would wear my academic 
achievements proudly for a long time, until they also became something that I 
wanted to hide so I wouldn’t stand out so much. I stopped flaunting my good grades. 
I was always in every Honors class offered which meant being around people 
constantly measuring themselves against others. But I didn’t even want to stand out 
for a good reason. I hated the attention.  
Olivia was able to compensate for perceived deficits with a higher-than-average 
intelligence.  But even then, she was not fully capable of enjoying her achievements, 
something typical of first-generation college students.  This imposterism (or impostor 
syndrome; see Orbe, 2004; Davis, 2010) does not let students internalize their successes, 
and in Olivia’s case forced her to position her successes as a way to negate her deficits 
which were, in her mind, her other diversifying characteristics.  
Olivia’s aversion to attention, whether it be for good or bad reasons, was not 
alleviated as she entered her last year in high school.  As a ‘gifted’ student who ended her 
high school career in the top 10 of her class, she was required to sit on the stage at 
graduation, physically separated from – and on display to – her fellow graduates.  Part of 
this ceremony was also that college plans and aspirations were announced after the top 10 
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graduates’ names.  This pressure of having her academic achievements announced to a full 
auditorium was part of the reason Olivia decided to attend college right away, dismissing 
the hope of taking a gap year.  
But in my high school, and especially with the top 10 kids, it was expected that you 
were going to go to a good school with a good scholarship. Especially at my 
graduation ceremony. They always put the top 10 kids on the stage.  They put us 
on stage and make us sit there everyone watching us and then they do this whole 
like ‘Top 10 ceremony’ which everyone hates, except for the parents of the top 10 
students, and they say things like ‘Olivia did this in high school and she's seventh 
in her class and her favorite memory is this and she's going to this school.’  I knew 
I could not go up there and say ‘she is taking a gap year.’ There would have been 
audible gasps in the auditorium of the 300 students and all their families.  I knew 
that and I knew I had to go to school.  That was what my mom was always working 
towards. 
Olivia’s external motivation (her mother’s expectations and sacrifice), coupled with her 
desire to assimilate by not calling attention to herself, further limited her agency to create 
her higher education plans, a process that she had to navigate alone.  Not having access to 
social and academic support at home, Olivia was left to complete her college and financial 
aid applications on her own.   
 Independence   
 Somewhat paradoxically, a caregiver status requires a heightened sense of 
independence while simultaneously being defined by one’s relationship to other people.  
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Olivia found herself responsible for others from a very young age, as her caregiver status 
was always integral to how she perceived her identity. This assumed (or forced) 
independence perpetuated Olivia’s difficulty with asking for help – something that would 
follow her all the way through her college career.  While this inability to ask for help is not 
uncommon for first-generation college students (Davis, 2010), it does complicate the 
college admission and transition processes significantly.  As Olivia began to apply to 
college, she turned to her best friend, Google, for help.  Her lack of academic capital 
became a barrier for her as she did not have parents to turn to for help with relatively simple 
logistic questions like how campus tours work, or how to complete the dreaded FAFSA. 
Additionally, she found the academic othering of being in the ‘gifted program’ actually 
precluded her from being able to take advantage of helpful programming.  
Everyone is assigned a guidance counselor senior year in high school, they are 
guidance counselors for college, but they weren't helping me. Their job wasn’t to 
help the ‘top 10.’ All they did help us with was applying to scholarships. They 
would herd all the top 10 into conference rooms and be like, “You guys are smart. 
You guys get these scholarships.  Apply to them.” They assumed that since we were 
in the top 10, then we obviously had families that would help. I was the only one in 
my top 10 that didn’t, the only one who was first-gen.  I wasn't the only non-white 
person, but I was the only first-gen, so I never felt comfortable talking to people.  
So I didn't.  I mean the guidance counselors were there but I never really talked to 
them. We didn't really know them because we never had a reason to know them.  
But they assumed that if I needed help, I would come to them.  By that time I was 
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very independent. So I was never getting that kind of support, and I certainly wasn’t 
going to ask for it.  
The actual applications for the scholarships that Olivia was eligible for were an additional 
barrier.  And the increasing specificity meant Google was starting to let her down, as well. 
I remember I was awarded a $150 scholarship from my town’s Kiwanis association 
(whatever that is, I actually have no idea). In order to receive the money, I had to 
submit financial documents from the University and from my personal account. 
Being such a specific circumstance, I couldn’t google what to do, so I never got the 
money. I just didn’t turn in the forms in time before I left for school, and they never 
reached out to me. It would have bought me probably one book, maybe?  But I lost 
out because I didn’t know how to advocate for myself.  My mom didn’t have the 
knowledge or resources to help me—I don’t think even now she knows I never 
received that money—so I was left on my own, and I failed to help myself. 
 Another area that Olivia struggled with when it came time to search for schools is 
how to actually look at schools. The idea of a campus tour can be a staggering proposition 
for a first-gen student, and it certainly was for Olivia. Olivia recounted needing to spend 
hours researching, trying to access the secret capital needed to understand what happens 
on campus tours: what you are supposed to bring, and what questions you are supposed to 
ask.  She was researching the minutiae of seemingly inconsequential activities in order to 
pass as a continuing-generation college student.   
When it came time to tour schools, I spent hours researching how tours worked 
and what would be the best route. No one was around to share their experience with 
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me, so it was just me and Google. Obviously, I figured it out, but a lot of work went 
into making up the gap between me and my classmates who were obviously the 3rd 
or 4th generation to go to college.   
Once Olivia chose a school, she began the process of navigating the financial aid 
applications, something that was painful for her due to her parents’ impending divorce and 
her father’s unwillingness to help. 
The financial aid process was tough because I didn't know any of those answers. 
Normally the parent fills all of that out. My dad was still in the house at the time of 
the application but the divorce seemed pretty imminent.  My mom didn't know a 
lot of the details and because they were technically still married, if they were filing 
taxes jointly, they had to file the apps jointly. And so I filled out the FAFSA 
application and at the end under special circumstances I wrote a paragraph about 
how my dad is actually useless and wasn't, despite all the assets he had — and he 
had plenty — was not going to be a financial contributor and that divorce was 
coming. And so I wrote a little paragraph about that. That was not fun to do that 
because I could see all the money my father had, and I was legally bound to say 
that my dad has money but also had to explain that he was not going to be paying 
for any of it.  Yeah that was great.  
When I got in early decision it was a great feeling.  I had my scholarship, I 
got the ‘Leadership Scholarship’ which is a half tuition scholarship which when I 
told my dad, he suggested that I write to them and petition for more money. Despite 
the fact that he had the money to pay for me.  I didn't do that because I honestly just 
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didn't want that embarrassment. 
To close the tuition gap Olivia was facing, her mother vowed to ‘find money elsewhere’ to 
avoid Olivia having to take out large loans to attend her dream school—another sacrifice 
her mother made to support her.  More motivation for Olivia to be successful – more reason 
for her to succeed and be able to provide for her mother and her brother.  
Asking for help 
 As she matriculated to the University, Olivia experienced a sense of shock both 
academically and culturally, not uncommon for most FGCSs (McCoy, 2014).  Pushing 
through the same microaggressions she experienced back home, Olivia continued to claw 
her way through using her advanced advocacy and research skills while still helping to take 
care of her brother and mother.       
Being a caregiver is a part of my identity that has influenced much of the way I 
exist in this world – specifically my reluctance to ask for help when I need it. It's 
the headstrong, self-sufficient part of me that comes from taking care of my brother 
and my mom. It was difficult for me to go to office hours and ask for help from 
TAs and Professors. I've since taught myself not to think this way, but asking for 
help usually felt like admitting I was a failure. I think I went to office hours my 
freshman year only when the professor required it in order to complete an 
assignment. Sophomore year I was a little more comfortable going to office hours, 
though I still only did it when I felt like I had no other choice. I think I was most 
comfortable Junior and Senior year, when I was taking classes I was really 
passionate about. I just wanted to talk about the class or the assignment.   
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Entering college not knowing exactly what she wanted to study, Olivia eventually found 
her academic place as a dual degree student studying English and Communications 
(focusing on the representation of people of color in entertainment media).  While she never 
took part in any formal mentoring programs and navigated the major change and 
registration processes on her own, Olivia did find one professor she felt she could rely on 
and go to with questions.  
I remember sitting through a lecture on video game violence and becoming 
increasingly excited because the research was very interesting and the kind of thing 
that I might be interested in doing in the future. At the end of the lecture, I went up 
to her and told her how I’d be interested in working with her in the future. Despite 
my being too young to actually help with any of her research, she was very receptive 
and offered to meet with me to discuss future options. Since I was still in the midst 
of putting together my dual-degree program, she offered advice on the 
communication courses I should take in order to work with her in the future. I 
probably met or spoke with her once a semester about the projects she was working 
on and my progress in the program. She also spoke to me about future career 
options.  She was one of the few people I felt comfortable enough with to discuss 
how uncertain I was about my future.  Her mentorship through the years led to me 
doing a directed study with her my last semester. Being able to work with her after 
years of talking about research was really special for me. She continues to offer 
herself as a reference for me and I’m really thankful for all the time she gave me. 
When Olivia and I first started this journey together she was at the very end of her college 
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career, having completed all of her exams, assignments, and degree requirements.  While 
she is considered a ‘success story’ of a first-gen student who was set to graduate, she found 
this next transition to be just as difficult as her initial matriculation.  Olivia’s anxiety about 
asking for help and seeking guidance on career opportunities or post-grad planning had 
created barriers that she was not anticipating.   
I also had trouble when it came to planning for post-grad and my career. I don't 
think I went to the career or alumni center once. Networking and asking for help 
related to work is not something I was taught how to do. I didn't even know how to 
ask to be taught how to do it.  I knew that I was entitled to receiving help from my 
school, but it was hard to actually take that aid. I felt like I had to do it on my 
own. I think that stems from various identities.  It's not a pride thing, but I had done 
so much in my life on my own that it felt like I had to continue doing that. I'm not 
just a first-generation college student…my mother didn't even graduate from high 
school in Indonesia. She didn't receive her GED until I was in junior high. I had to 
navigate so many things alone that it didn't feel much different once college started 
or now that it’s ending. 
Olivia’s insinuation that there are levels to first-gen-ness is vital to her understanding of 
her own identity, as well as her integration into the University.  Olivia checks so many 
boxes that first-gen students are ‘more likely’ to experience, that her identity was too 
complex for the first-gen programming available at her University.  When discussing the 
available first-gen support at her institution, Olivia was quick to dismiss it, saying that she 
never really participated.  After attending an initial welcome event at orientation, eager to 
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connect with other first-gens, Olivia did not see her own lived experiences represented or 
reflected back to her.   
Once I signed up for orientation, I received the email from the First-Generation 
program on campus inviting me to a first-gen mixer during 
the orientation weekend. When I saw the invitation, I was interested to meet other 
students that could possibly become friends, especially since the majority of my 
friends from high school were not first-gen. I went to the mixer and everyone was 
incredibly friendly and kind, but I was almost immediately aware that I probably 
wouldn't come back. During the brief introductions, I realized that sharing the status 
of first-gen wasn't enough of a common ground for me to connect with anyone 
else. There were other children of immigrants but I knew that my individual 
experience would be very different from everyone else's. I also realized that most 
of the program's staff wasn't going to offer any advice or guidance that I couldn't 
find on the internet. The staff offered general support, as someone to talk to when 
things got tough, but I had never really relied on others in general, so I didn't 
anticipate relying on anyone for any specific first-gen problems. After that mixer, 
I never went to any other first-gen events. I continued to receive their e-newsletter 
every week, but there was never an urge to turn to those resources. 
The University’s first-gen programming office had lost her before she even arrived, relying 
too heavily on a first-gen status and not taking the complexity of that status into account.  
This also underscores Olivia’s own insecurities about her varied background, as well as 
highlights the incredibly small window Universities have to make a positive first 
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impression on students.  
When Olivia and I discussed the importance of her varied life experiences, and how 
they are represented in, and corroborated by, most first-gen literature, she was shocked to 
hear it, wishing she had known that her experience, while unique, was not unheard of.  She 
expressed why she was interested in being involved in emergent research, hoping her own 
experiences could help others because that’s Olivia — ever the caregiver, even for those 
whom she will never meet: 
I find it interesting that so much of my experience is backed by research and shared 
by so many other first-gen students. It never felt that way growing up. I’m glad that 
I’ll be able to add a voice to the numbers, and hopefully your work will help others 
feel less isolated than I did. 
 
4.4 Discussion 
 
 This study aims to uncover the details of the grittiness of the lived experiences of a 
first-gen student that is typically left out of educational research and to help fill the gap in 
the literature that excludes students’ voices.  Olivia’s story is complex, emotional, moving, 
and human.  She is complicated and complex, as all students are, and while quantitative 
research pushes policy decisions about first-gen students, smaller qualitative explorations 
should impact practice and how first-gen support programming is implemented.  It is not 
my intention to generalize the results of this single narrative case study, because they of 
course are not universally applicable, but listening and investing in the messy details of 
students’ lives can highlight significant flaws in our current practices as first-gen 
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supporters.      
 Olivia’s story reveals a compassionate portrait of a young person trying to navigate 
multiple systems simultaneously while managing toward multiple responsibilities.  While 
Olivia felt her first-gen-ness was obscured by her racial and gender expressions, the 
motivation to ‘do this for my family’ kept her motivated and allowed her to persist.  The 
pressure that came with being the ‘mom of the group’ whether it be in a work setting, a 
group project setting, or in a domestic setting, is a barrier that exists for many first-gen 
students entering the higher education system.  While Olivia’s story reveals significant 
challenges for first-generation college students who share similar characteristic traits, it 
also reveals significant opportunities for the higher education field to improve support 
services for these students.     
Implications for the Field of Higher Education 
 The significance of Olivia’s experience is clear: students entering Colleges or 
Universities sharing these traits are retention risks.  As such, institutions need to endeavor 
to learn more about their students in a meaningful and supportive way.  While it should not 
be assumed that first-gen students are going to struggle, it should be assumed that each 
student is bringing a diverse set of skills to campus that can and should be utilized in 
improving their sense of welcome on campus.   
What is remarkable about Olivia’s story is how paradoxically unremarkable it is; 
statistically speaking, Olivia’s profile is typical.  A female student of color who is the first 
in her family to attend college who has responsibilities at home while pursuing her degree 
is not unheard of.  This has been discussed and agreed upon in the extant literature for some 
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time now, but in not taking the time to invest in our students’ narratives, we are missing an 
opportunity to dismantle the majoritarian notion that different identity statuses need to 
supersede others. We are continually asking our students to prioritize their own identity, to 
decide which box to check and where to receive services.  Are you first-gen? Are you a 
student of color? Are you low-income? Then please see these separate offices, providing 
separate services to you. This is a violent erasure of the students’ identities that ignores the 
inherent intersectionality that is somewhat automatically ascribed to being first-gen (as has 
been adjudicated in the literature about who first-gens are more likely to be).  This erasure 
further alienates an already vulnerable-to-attrition population and highlights the lack of 
support that is available across campus.  Pyne and Means (2013) discuss this notion of 
‘hybridity’ and the need for heightened sensitivity to ‘difference’ that is needed as our 
student body continues to diversify:   
First-generation and other underrepresented students arrive on college campuses 
and begin their search for belonging, it is important that higher education 
professionals understand the multi-faceted identities they bring with them, how 
they may resist traditional expectations and why they may possess doubts and 
ambivalence that falsely suggest that they are neither welcome nor ready for a 
college education, or that they are impostors in this world. We must understand 
more clearly what hybridity and difference mean for students, how they interpret 
their lives and experiences, and how these perceptions impact persistence, 
resilience and self-efficacy at the individual human level. (p. 196)   
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This foundationally intersectional approach to first-gen support programming may 
require that colleges and universities fundamentally and intentionally change how first-gen 
programming is designed and offered.  There needs to be an increase in intersectional first-
gen support available in both academic and non-academic spaces on campus. This cross-
campus inter-divisional approach would increase awareness and help dispel the stigma of 
being a first-generation college student. If our first-gen support is not foundationally 
intersectional, then it is inherently white supremacist, perpetuating the accepted white-
centric normative understanding of students and accepting the othering of underrepresented 
students. This is why student narratives and opportunities to provide counter-stories 
through a CRT lens are incredibly important to the field. Further, recognizing the 
legitimacy of these narratives will help universities question their own assumptions about 
college preparedness. This is a trait that should be reviewed holistically, providing 
opportunities at the time of application and acceptance for students to share their narratives 
early on. Universities need to normalize the narrative of non-traditional students entering 
college. This will increase a student's sense of connectedness to an institution, which has 
been shown to improve persistence and retention dramatically for this population. As 
Olivia's experience showcased—and as is widely agreed upon in pre-existing first-gen 
literature—faculty buy-in to these programs and students’ lives is vital to a student’s 
academic survival. One individual professor’s interaction with a student can determine 
their academic success. There needs to be more faculty involvement, as well as faculty 
training on how to support these varied populations.  Having a more granular understanding 
of the complexity of a first-gen identity will allow faculty and support staff in both the 
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academic and student affairs divisions to collaborate across campus, taking the 
responsibility of ‘student retention’ off of individual areas.   
One approach to doing this is through additional advising.  With this population, 
we have an opportunity for increased, intentional, “intrusive” advising where faculty and 
professional advisors take the onus off the student to initiate contact.  This would allow us 
to ease the anxiety that first-generation college students are more likely to feel about the 
idea of speaking with a faculty member or professional advisor.  There is an additional 
retention benefit here as discussing one’s own first-gen narrative has been shown to be 
particularly helpful in normalizing and accepting one’s own first-gen-ness, increasing a 
sense of connectedness and representation on campus.  This is sense of being ‘seen and 
valued’ is why there needs to be further relational research conducted with this population.   
While this is an individual narrative case study, and should not be generalized as a 
universal experience, additional qualitative research should be conducted examining the 
impacts of intersectional first-gen identities, prioritizing and centering student narratives.  
Further, this research should be compared against continuing-gen narratives to examine 
whether a universal design of support may be beneficial for both populations, increasing 
the sense of welcome and belonging for all students.  
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Chapter V: A Comparative Case Study of First-Generation College Student 
Programming at Three Universities in the Northeast 
5.1 Introduction 
 
It is well-established that academic preparedness and a sense of social belonging 
are integral to first-generation college student retention (Tinto, 2007).  It is also well 
established that first-generation college students (FGCSs) are less likely to feel seen or 
represented on campus, which leads to lower retention rates for this population (Barnett, 
2007, 2011).  As such, there have been myriad retention initiatives implemented to help 
support this population.  There are frequent calls for additional formalized programming 
to help support first-generation college students, varying from pre-matriculation bridge 
programming, to integrated living and learning communities that provide guidance in the 
residence halls on campus, to specialized advising opportunities, to increased access to 
academic advising, to first-gen-specific academic skills workshops, and all-encompassing 
First-Gen centers.   
However, while there are frequent calls for increased support for first-generation 
college students, there is not much scholarly attention paid to what goes into creating new 
initiatives from an administrative perspective.  Questions of what should be offered, by 
whom, and where it should be housed on campus are not typically addressed in first-gen 
literature.  As retention of underrepresented populations tends to be the responsibility of 
specific offices on each college campus, there needs to be greater attention paid to 
understanding the pressures administrators face in creating and assessing new initiatives.  
In terms of retention, it is accepted from previous literature that FGCSs are less likely to 
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attend college (Warburton et al., 2001), less likely to persist once admitted (Engle & Tinto, 
2008), and less likely to be retained and graduated within 6 years than their continuing-gen 
peers (Lightweis, 2014; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Petty, 2014; Thayer, 2000).  
Additionally, research confirms that first-gen students are less likely to come to college 
academically prepared (Bui, 2002; Demetriou & Powell, 2014; Martinez et al., 2009; 
Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004; Riehl, 1994; Stebleton & Soria, 2012; Terenzini et 
al., 1996; Richardson & Skinner, 1992; Tseng, 2004; Warburton et al., 2001), are more 
likely to be low-income (Billson and Terry, 1982; Choy et al., 2000; Orbe, 2008), live off-
campus (Mehta et al., 2011; Terenzini et al., 1996), take fewer college credits (Pascarella 
et al., 2004; Terenzini et al., 1996), and have more difficulties transitioning to college both 
socially and academically (McCoy, 2014).  As such, colleges and universities have been 
implementing support programming in order to combat lower persistence and graduation 
rates for this population.  While most first-gen scholarship recommends increased support 
through varying types of programming, few studies focus on the logistical processes or 
administrative barriers that accompany program creation.  Incumbent to a greater 
understanding of the first-gen support landscape needs to be an understanding of roles and 
responsibilities at Universities and Colleges.  Looking at three specific institutions, this 
study aims to clarify what exists, who creates it, who has access to it, and who is ultimately 
responsible for it so as not to assume an overly naïve stance calling for increased support 
programming without considering bandwidth pressures of administrators and potential 
redundancies in programming.         
This support programming typically falls into one of two categories: academic or 
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social, with a few programs addressing both areas.  While almost every scholarly article 
concerning this topic closes with a recommendation for ways to support first-generation 
college students and new initiatives that institutions should be implementing, there is a gap 
in the literature looking at 1) what it takes to develop and execute new programming and 
2) the perspectives of administrators who are responsible for creating first-gen-specific 
support programming.  This article aims to help fill that gap in the literature by examining 
what is currently available for first-generation college students at three institutions in one 
metropolitan area in the Northeast and exploring what is required to implement new 
initiatives that serve this first-gen population.    
 
5.2 Background Literature 
 
Once matriculated into an institution, FGCSs are less likely to be engaged on-
campus, and they participate in extra-curricular activities at a lower rate (Mehta et al., 2011; 
Orbe, 2008; Rendón, 1992).  More specifically, these students tend not to participate in 
community-building opportunities such as study abroad experiences, learning 
communities, or first-year seminars (Kuh, 2008).  This lower rate of engagement also tends 
to be accompanied by a lower sense of belonging on-campus, which in turn contributes to 
the increased rate of attrition for this population (Folger et al., 2004; Kim, 2009).  While 
FGCSs are less likely to participate in social programming, these interventions have been 
found to be helpful for those first-gens who do participate.   
Living Learning Communities (LLCs) have been found to be helpful for first-
generation college students in easing the academic and social integration into college 
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campuses (Inkelas et al., 2007; Mehta et al., 2011):   
Living-learning programs refer to residential programs where students live 
together, take courses together, and have access to planned programming, faculty, 
and student interaction. FGS that lived in living-learning programs reported a 
greater likelihood to perceive an easier academic and social transition to college 
(Mehta et al., 2011, p. 29).   
LLCs present difficulty for first-generation college students, though, as first-gens are more 
likely to be commuters and less likely to have additional time for non-academic 
programming due to additional responsibilities assumed outside of class (Nunez & 
Cuccaro-Alamin 1998).  There have also been calls for mandatory first-gen-specific 
orientation sessions (Folger et al., 2004), and first-gen peer-to-peer mentoring programs 
(Ishiyama, 2007).  Academically speaking, scholars have continued to call for mandatory 
meetings with academic advisors particularly well-versed in first-gen issues (Heisserer & 
Parette, 2002; Mehta et al., 2011) and increased faculty interaction in order to demystify 
the role of “the student” and increase the academic and cultural capital that first-generation 
college students possess (Gibbons et al., 2019; Jenkins et al., 2013; Kim, 2009; McKay & 
Estrella, 2008).    
 
Overview of Study 
While FGCS programming is a booming field with academic, social, and non-
school-specific programs being introduced on a regular basis, there is a gap in the literature 
focusing on the process of program creation from the perspective of the administrator 
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tasked with retaining first-gen students.  The present study investigates what is currently 
available at three institutions in the Northeast with varying types of first-gen programming 
including reviewing the digital first-gen presence these institutions cultivate through their 
websites.  As the anonymous, self-serve nature of the internet has been shown to be 
particularly helpful for FGCSs (Brinkman et al., 2013; Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011), 
this forward-facing digital identity is more important than ever for conveying specific, 
practical information as well as showing an institution’s investment in, and prioritization 
of, the first-generation college student population.  Additionally, this study will also hear 
from administrators who create and implement first-gen programs and student retention 
initiatives to discuss what exists at their institutions, what they think students want, and 
what it takes to create additional programming.   
5.3 Methods 
 
The present study is a comparative case study of three different institutions in the 
Northeast who all have a significant population (at least 20%) of first-generation college 
students and offer some iteration of first-gen support programming.  This study aims to 
better understand what is currently being offered to support the retention of first-generation 
college students through an analysis of current programming, web presence, and interviews 
with administrators who create first-gen programming.  While these institutions all 
matriculate FGCSs, they offer different support programming and assume different 
philosophical identities when it comes to first-gen support.  This speaks to Yin’s (2017) 
notion of theoretical replication in case studies.  He writes, “The design of multiple-case 
studies follows an analogous logic. Each case must be carefully selected so that the 
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individual case studies either a) predict similar results (a literal replication) or b) predict 
contrasting results but for anticipatable reasons (a theoretical replication)” (p. 55).  The 
current study investigates opportunities for theoretical replication, highlighting the 
institutions’ commonalities and unique positions in supporting first-generation college 
students.  
Case studies are small in scale, relying on rich description and detail to create 
meaning inductively from the data collected (Merriam, 1988).  Using rich description and 
analyses of resources available online, as well as interviews with relevant stakeholders at 
each institution, this study will address the following guiding research questions: 
• RQ #1: What resources are available at each institution, and what hurdles do 
administrators encounter while providing them?   
• RQ #2: What do the administrators think students want?   
• RQ #3: What difficulties, if any, do student-support administrators face when trying 
to provide these services?   
• RQ #4: Do administrators feel supported by their institution in this specific domain 
of their work? 
 
Setting  
 The current study was conducted at three distinct institutions in the Northeast (all 
in the same metropolitan area) with varying first-gen percentages, varying first-gen support 
systems, and varying institution types.  The different first-gen support types were chosen 
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to be representative of three frequently recommended of interventions for first-generation 
college students: 1) Federally-Funded TRIO programs (Altherton, 2014; Graham, 2011); 
2) Summer Bridge Programming (Engle, 2007; McCoy, 2014; Terenzini et al., 1996; Petty, 
2014); and 3) Transitional and Study Skills Support (Garriot & Nisle, 2018; Reid & Moore, 
2008).  Metro University is a large, public, research-driven state institution enrolling 
approximately 16,000 undergraduate students, 60% of which identify as first-gen.  Metro 
University provides first-gen programming in the form of a federally-funded ‘Student 
Support Services’ program.  The SSS program consists of social, financial, and 
predominantly academic support for 500 (maximum) FGCSs, students with a documented 
disability, or students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds – roughly 3% of the 
total undergraduate population.   
Rockland State University is a medium, public, state school enrolling 
approximately 11,000 total undergraduates, roughly 50% of whom are first-gen.  Rockland 
State’s first-gen programming takes the form of a summer bridge program designed to 
support students entering with a low high-school GPA.  While the program is not 
exclusively designed for first-gen students, FGCSs make up about three-quarters of the 
100-150 students in the program.   
Lastly, Capital University is a large, private, research-driven institution enrolling 
18,000 undergraduates, 20% of whom are first-generation college students.  Capital 
University offers academic and social first-gen programming that is open to all students.  
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Table 3 
Site School Enrollment Information 
University Name 
(pseudonym) 
Public/
Private Size 
Undergrad 
Enrollment % FGCS Type of Programming 
Metro University Public Large 16,000 60% Federally-Funded SSS (n=500) 
Rockland State 
University Public Medium 11,000 50% Summer Bridge (n=150) 
Capital University  Private Large 18,000 20% Academic & Social, College 101 Course 
 
Participants  
Each institution’s webpages were reviewed for information about available first-
gen programming.  The respective responsible offices were then contacted about 
participating in the current study.  The institutional identity of each school dictated the 
structure and location of where first-gen programming is housed at the University.  At 
Metro University, first-gen programming is provided as part of a federally-funded ‘Student 
Support Services’ program.  Whereas, at Rockland State University, first-gen 
programming is housed in the Diversity and Retention Office, providing summer bridge 
support and programming aimed at increasing retention of all students, including first-
generation college students.  Capital University, the school with the fewest first-gens in 
terms of volume and proportion, funnels the majority of its first-gen programming through 
a central University Service Office on campus that offers events, a peer mentoring program, 
and general information designed to be a ‘hub’ for first-generation support.  
I reached out to each office providing background on the current study and solicited 
participants leveraging professional connections and my own first-generation college 
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student identity.  I was successful in gaining access to the staff responsible for creating the 
main first-gen support at Metro University and Rockland State.  Capital University was not 
available to participate in the current study. After I initially reached out to the 
administrative staff working in the ‘hub’ of the University Service Office at Capital 
University, I was told to forward along any questions I was looking to discuss.  I was then 
told that my question protocol would be distributed to the staff and, if anyone was interested 
or available to work with me, I would hear back—I unfortunately did not hear back from 
the University Services Office.  I then reached out to the Office of Student Engagement as 
they have begun creating first-gen-specific acclimation programming at the University 
over the past three years.  Specifically, the Office of Student Engagement has been offering 
a first-gen specific ‘College 101’ course that serves as an extended orientation program 
hoping to ease the transition for first-generation college students.  Three sections are 
offered throughout the course of the year – two in the spring and one in the fall.  The 
Director was accommodating and excited to discuss the first-gen support they are 
executing.  I remained open about my own first-gen status, as well as my professional 
positionality as a first-gen supporter in order to be transparent with participants and to 
continue to foster a warm, “welcoming environment to discuss related experiences” 
(Covarrubias et al., 2019, p. 389).     
 
Data Collection 
 Data was collected for the present study in three phases.  First, the website of each 
institution was reviewed for first-generation references to get a sense of the overall digital 
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presence of first-generation college student programming.  Seeing as how both prospective 
and matriculated students’ most used resource when looking for information about an 
institution is the school’s website, I wanted this to be my first point of entry when analyzing 
first-gen services.  Each institution had varying techniques in terms of highlighting first-
generation college student programming.  I executed a search on the homepage of each 
institution looking for both ‘first-generation’ and ‘first generation’ data.     
 Secondly, I spent time on each campus outside of the first-gen offices collecting 
on-campus observations about messaging, ecology, and priority.  I took field notes about 
my experiences and observations, which allowed me to reflect on how the spaces were 
physically situated on campus and what messaging that conveys to students.  This review 
of the campus ecology provides opportunity to analyze the “interaction between individual 
student development and the different components of the campus environment (Banning, 
1993, 1997; Banning & Kuk, 2005; Renn, 2003, 2004)” (Cabrera et al., 2016, p. 120).   
 Lastly, in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant 
(ranging from 45-70 minutes) and were audio-recorded.  The semi-structured interviews 
were designed to provide an opportunity for administrators to share information about their 
roles and responsibilities in a guided but open-ended manner.  Participants were able to 
freely express their experiences and take the conversations where they felt necessary 
(Josselson, 2004; Ponterotto et al., 2013; Covarrubias et al., 2019).  The audio interviews 
were transcribed using a transcription service and then reviewed and edited for accuracy.   
 While the three site schools fall into different institution types, and while all three 
administrators carry different sized caseloads of students with varying needs, there were 
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certain topics that came to the forefront during each interview.  At Metro University, I 
spoke with the Assistant Director of the Student Services Office, Helen Blaine 
(pseudonym). At Rockland State University, I spoke with Chloe Forrest (pseudonym), the 
Director for Retention and Diversity. Finally, at Capital University, I spoke with Tonya 
Anderson (pseudonym), the Director for Student Engagement.  Each administrator is tasked 
with supporting current first-generation college students. 
Table 4 
Participant Information 
 Name (pseudonym) Office Position Generational Status 
Helen Blaine SSS Asst. Director FGCS 
Tonya Anderson Student Engagement Director CGS 
Chloe Forrest  Retention & Diversity Director FGCS 
 
During the review process, four categories were identified in the administrator 
interviews: 1) Collaboration; 2) Feeling Supported, yet not fully visible; 3) Need for 
Universal Design programming; 4) Perception of the need for reliable support for students.  
Data Analysis 
 After all transcripts, field notes, and observation memos were reviewed for 
accuracy, inductive coding procedures were employed to identify salient codes and themes.  
The transcripts were read and analyzed multiple times to identify initial sets of meaning 
units which were then categorized into different themes.  Emergent themes were analyzed 
and categorized, looking for patterns in order to “aid an understanding of meaning in 
complex data through the development of summary themes or categories from the raw 
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data” (Thomas, 2003, p. 3).         
Member Checking 
To ensure that the analysis and meaning-making units were accurate to my 
participants’ experience, I distributed all transcripts for member checking (Marshall & 
Rossman, 2011).  Additionally, I asked all of my participants to review the salient meaning 
units and thematic summaries from our interviews to verify I was accurately capturing their 
experiences.     
 
 
5.4 Findings 
 
 After coding the memos, notes, and transcripts, themes emerged for each institution 
in the areas of campus ecology, digital presence, and administrator perspectives.  Below, a 
profile is presented for each institution with a comparative discussion included in the 
implications section later in this study.  
Metro University 
Digital Presence 
In reviewing the website for Metro University, visitors experience an interesting 
digital strategy highlighting stories and experiences of first-generation students.  
Specifically, Metro utilizes a first-gen landing page that is an aggregate of student-
submitted personal photos and short narratives.  There is no other information on the 
landing page about available services or ways the University supports first-gen students; it 
exclusively consists of student-generated first-gen data.  The testimonials are used as a way 
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to share your story with or provide tips for other students, presenting a diverse array of 
first-gen narratives.  Once visitors navigate over to the Student Support Services (SSS) 
page, they are met with eligibility and application information for Metro’s first-gen support 
programming.  Metro utilizes TRIO programming to support up to 500 first-generation 
college students, students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, and students 
with disabilities.  SSS is the only formalized first-gen support program on campus.  It is a 
comprehensive TRIO program providing academic, financial, and social support to help 
ease the transitional burden of first-gen students (Graham, 2011) that requires an 
application, formal acceptance to the program, and participation in an academic workshop 
series offered by the Student Services Office.   
Campus Ecology 
Seeing as the Student Services Office is the location on campus that provides first-
gen support at Metro University, I spent a few hours on a busy weekday in January sitting 
in the lobby area of the Student Support Office.  It is a well-lit, bright space with modern 
floor to ceiling windows overlooking the surrounding urban area.  The space is not 
unreminiscent of an airport or a modern hospital with white walls, large windows, and 
padded seating lining the perimeters of the waiting area.  Upon entering, I was most struck 
by the lack of signage; not knowing where I was going, I followed the apparent flow of 
students which took me down a wide, open corridor, forcing foot-traffic to take a left at the 
end of the length of the building.  There you enter the open seating area of the Student 
Support Center.  Multiple offices are co-located in this space, but there were no clearly-
defined lines, doors, or signs indicating where to check-in.  There was ample, comfortable 
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seating in a wide-open area, but the lack of signage caused significant confusion for 
students who entered the space.  Many students had to ask other students who were already 
waiting for help.  This seems like a fairly obvious barrier for first-generation college 
students who are already less likely to take advantage of support systems on campus.   
Once I was called back to meet with my appointment to conduct our interview, I 
was struck by how open everything was; I could hear almost everyone’s conversations as 
I walked down the hall.  I watched academic advisors, professional advisors, and career 
advisors physically move paper-screen partitions to provide privacy for their 
conversations.  There were no doors; all of the office spaces were cubicle-style with half-
walls erected of soft padding that went up three-quarters of the way to the ceiling.  There 
were no official office signs; instead, printed sheets of paper were thumb-tacked or taped 
to the front of a desk in the middle of the hall.  The space felt temporary, mobile even, 
though it has been there for years and was not in the midst of a renovation.  I imagine 
students and staff alike may not feel particularly comfortable discussing sensitive topics 
due to the physical structure of the space.  It is difficult to feel known and valued in a 
physical space that feels overlooked (Barnett, 2011). 
Administrator’s Perspective 
 
Collaboration 
I spoke with Helen Blaine, the Assistant Director of the Student Services Office 
(pseudonym), about what her experiences were creating programs for first-generation 
college students at Metro University.  Throughout the course of our conversation, Helen’s 
passion for student support was evident.  Helen seeks out opportunities to collaborate with 
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other offices on campus as part of her role in the Student Services Office, though her busy 
schedule and heavy advising load does not always allow for it.  Helen discussed this tension 
of wanting to present to whoever would listen about the SSS programming at Metro 
University, but not having the additional time to be able to take on additional 
responsibilities without her usual caseload suffering.  She also described a need to educate 
her colleagues about the services she provides so that there is a mutual understanding about 
her continued involvement with her advisees.  
We have to make it known that our program is different. We don't hand students 
off at a certain point; we stick with them all the way through. So is it helpful for us 
to work with faculty advisors that students will receive once they've declared a 
major.  We try to work with them, you know, so everyone's kind of on the same 
page and helping the student reach their goal together.   
While it is a priority for Helen to collaborate with others across campus, she does 
acknowledge that this can also come along with additional requests for her to support 
students that are not formally affiliated with her office, frequently requiring her to turn 
students away or add them to the program’s waitlist.  The structure of her program and its 
positioning at the University also create a culture where Helen feels completely responsible 
for the success of her students, frequently being called upon when an issue arise, even if 
the issue is first reported to another office on Campus:     
The university has what they call a referral program.  So if faculty are having 
trouble reaching a student, or if a student is struggling in their course, they can refer 
the student to the University advising office. But once University Advising gets the 
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referral and they realize that they're an SSS student, they then forward it to us.  The 
faculty also come to us directly.  If it is our student, we are totally responsible for 
this student in reaching out to them.  And sometimes, to be honest, they [faculty & 
University Advising] will have had no luck reaching them, and they'll email me 
about it. They may be, you know, ashamed or discouraged that they're not doing so 
well, but they are more comfortable to open up to me. So it's important for me to 
get that information because the students are going to feel a lot more comfortable 
talking with us. So absolutely, it's our responsibility, no matter who reaches out to 
me about any of my students. 
Feeling Supported 
 While Helen feels a significant amount of pressure to support her students in a 
robust and holistic way, she explained that she feels supported by immediate colleagues, 
but not entirely visible to the larger University.   
I feel like we are supported, but do I feel like in some instances that we're 
overlooked? Sure.  But that's why, you know, my staff, we try our hardest to make 
our presence known on campus. We try our hardest to reach out to departments and 
say, ‘Hey, can we come to one of your staff meetings so we can introduce who we 
are, what we do, etc. so that everyone's familiar with us?’  But with, you know, in 
cases where there is staff turnover or faculty turnover, I feel like we have to keep 
up with it constantly, just to make sure that we are known by people outside of the 
department. 
Helen discussed feeling supported by her immediate supervisor, but also brought up 
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financial constraints that limit the type of support she is able to receive.  While Helen has 
the latitude to create new programming initiatives to support students, it is understood that 
there cannot be an additional financial expense if they are to be implemented.  
I feel supported, I mean, I think as long as it doesn't cost anything more in any way.  
I had ideas of supporting students, I wanted to do more. I wanted to be more hands-
on with our students. So when our students were first accepted, they have to go 
through an extended orientation, so they have to complete a workshop through our 
office.  So I wanted to, as one of my professional goals, I wanted to create another 
workshop for the first semester.  Similar for students who are struggling and 
students who had GPAs lower than a 2.0.  So I kind of, you know, created it and 
had a lot of ideas and I implemented it. And that was no issue because it didn't 
really cost anything extra…just my time and energy.  If our ideas cost more, then I 
don't know.  I think, you know, they would kind of verbally be supported, but I 
don't know about actually implementing them if they cost any more. 
When I asked about additional professional development opportunities as she outlined 
wanting to try new approaches with her students, Helen explained that professional 
development is not a priority in her office due to budgetary restrictions, “I think over the 
years here professional development has been decreased; there's less opportunities to travel 
because the majority of the money has to go into salary for the staff. But then also, you 
know, to support the students.  So I think there's less opportunity today than there was 
when I first started.”   
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Universal Design 
 Due to the nature of the federally-funded SSS Program, Helen finds herself 
supporting students who are coming from first-gen backgrounds, as well as being low-
income, and/or having a documented disability.  While she is able to collaborate with the 
University’s Financial Aid Office to support economically disadvantaged students, as well 
as the University’s Disability Office to better serve the needs of her disabled students, there 
is no analogous first-gen office outside of Helen’s own Department.  This structure has 
caused Helen to adopt an approach that utilizes highly-individualized advising sessions and 
universally-designed group workshops.  Helen expressed a need to support all qualifying 
students, without needing to provide first-gen specific programming, saying:  
I feel like if our program was just targeted on one of those areas [FGCS, Disability, 
or Low-income], I think if we're not supporting each of those, then how do you 
decide who's more in need?  Most students hit more than one of those categories 
anyway. And so I feel like I can kind of support their entire experience, keeping all 
three of those identities in mind. 
Metro University prioritizes the entire experience of a student and provides support on 
multiple fronts through the SSS program, providing academic, financial, and social support 
to qualifying students.  This requires that Helen, as someone who develops and executes 
first-gen programming, be intersectional and holistic in her approach to supporting her 
students, without having to decide which profile is more deserving.  Though she does point 
out that the design of her department does box some students out of services, frequently 
requiring waitlists each semester, as well as causing students to bring friends to their 
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advising meetings, hoping Helen will help their friends ‘off the books’ — a significant 
issue for a federally-funded program with a tight 500-student maximum.   
What Students Want  
 
 When asked what she thinks first-generation college students are looking for from 
a support program, Helen quickly drew upon her own experiences as a first-gen student 
going through a federally-funded support program and said, “family.”  She continued this 
notion of strong support saying she felt first-gen students were looking for a deep bond 
with their advisors:  
I think they're looking for a great advisor. Someone who's willing to support them 
all the way through, someone they connect with.  I think students are looking for 
that kind of go-to place, that kind of one-stop-shop that they can go to and get 
support and get their questions answered. They're not looking to be given the 
runaround. They're not looking to visit five or six different offices.  They're looking 
for just that kind of strong bond with their advisor, who knows who they are, and 
has their back, and will support them the entire way through.  They’re looking for 
that on-campus family. And that's what SSS was for me when I was in their 
position. It was that on-campus family for me. 
Helen utilizes her own experiences as a first-gen student as a way to connect and empathize 
with her students.  Helen took it one step further saying that her first-gen experience makes 
her a much better advisor and considers her first-gen status to be one of her greatest 
professional assets as she can “understand exactly what the students are going through.”  
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Rockland State University 
Digital Presence 
The first-gen presence on Rockland State University’s website is not plentiful.  At 
an institution with over 5,000 first-generation college students, there is no formal first-gen 
programming offered or discussed on the website.  I found a few student profile stories 
highlighting a first-generation college student (currently, the same article is linked twice in 
two separate locations), but there is no mention of first-generation college student 
programming.  The decision to not market first-gen-specific programming was a 
purposeful one at Rockland State University, which will be discussed later in this study.  
Campus Ecology 
The Diversity and Retention Office is located in a large brick building in the center 
of campus with a grand white staircase in the front.  The building feels stately, plump 
(Joyce 1986), and important sitting across the quad.  Upon entering, visitors are welcomed 
by three bronze busts of previous University presidents with an auditorium to the right and 
administrative offices to the left.  The Office of Diversity and Retention is located on the 
second floor just beyond the Office of the Provost and the President’s Office.  The hallways 
are lined with benches and there is significant traffic of executives and students.  The space 
is warm with pictures on the wall, flyers filling every bulletin board, and alive with the 
energy of being located in the center of campus.   
While being located next to the President’s Office may give off a daunting air to 
passersby, with executive members of the University regularly coming and going, the fact 
that first-gen initiatives are housed here also imbues a sense of importance and value for 
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this population.  While there is a sense of intangible gravitas in the space, there is no 
tangible messaging specific to first-gen students present.   Rockland State University has 
yet to acknowledge, either online or in-person, that upwards of 50% of its population is 
first-gen.  No posters on the bulletin board, no advertising for affinity groups, nothing that 
explicitly mentions first-gen students is visible, though other diversity, equity, and 
inclusion initiatives were represented in the halls, which, statistically speaking, will overlap 
considerably with the first-gen population at the institution.    
Administrator’s Perspective 
Collaboration 
 Chloe Forrest, Director of the Diversity and Retention Office, spoke with me 
about Rockland State’s support programming for first-generation college students and how 
she is responsible for the retention for all underrepresented populations at the University.  
Rockland State’s first-gen support takes the shape of a summer bridge program called 
‘Summer Rocks’ offered to students with low entering high-school GPAs to help ease their 
college transition.  This program is open to all students, but it predominantly targets first-
generation college students.  Chloe expressed a desire to collaborate with other offices on 
campus to help increase visibility of the program, but having opportunities to actually do 
so was not always possible.  While there is an interest in collaborating with other 
stakeholders on campus, there is also some frustration around having to initiate the 
collaboration and not having the requisite time available to grow partnerships on campus.  
Chloe addressed this, saying: 
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This morning I just came from a presentation of what services we have in our 
programming. And it was interesting because people want to participate. It’s just 
that you just don't have the time to go in and say, ‘Hey!  This is what we do!’  We 
were starting at that moment to make sure that we were all on the same page. The 
students belong to all of us. We are all here for the students. So these 
conversations are starting every presentation that I make here on campus. I'm 
talking about faculty and how important it is. We stress that during the five-week 
program in the summer. But then again, that's not all students. Not all faculty. The 
plan is that as we're doing our presentations to different departments, I'm going to 
have a series that I'm going to have every month with different departments. So 
because we are collaborating with our partners it is formal, but we need to get to 
know each other a little bit more. We are going to be inviting faculty as well, 
especially to talk about this population of students [that is, FGCSs].   
Chloe is grateful to be met with positivity and a reciprocal collaborative spirit, though her 
need to preface all presentations with a reminder that it is not solely her office that is 
responsible for the retention of at-risk students can be frustrating. 
I'm also preparing because this is my position. You know, what we're talking about, 
you know, different ways of recruitment, different ways of retaining, different ways 
of intervening…I like prevention more than I like intervention.  I need everyone to 
be ready, we need to be ready as an institution.  So as we talk about these things, 
you know, they have an image of who these students are.  But, beyond biology, 
race, and gender, what are we seeing?   
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This need to educate colleagues about separating the notion of diversity from traditional 
categories (e.g., race, gender, generational status) is a practice that informs Chloe’s larger 
philosophical approach to student retention initiatives.  
Feeling Supported 
Chloe feels well supported by her supervisors at Rockland State University.  While 
most institutions are moving toward more individualized niche programming and creating 
centralized First-Gen programming offices on-campus, Chloe is purposely avoiding this 
structure, a decision she feels empowered and supported to make.  
Yes, I do feel supported, I do.  The pressure I feel is to support each student, one at 
a time.  So that speaks volumes, right? So no I don’t feel the pressure to do specific 
work with that [FGCS] population.  I do feel pressure to work for all students, but 
to also have a lens for that population.  It's almost like, if I'm in charge of eleven 
thousand students to know that each of those students belong to different groups, 
and they many times intersect each other.  
While Chloe feels supported to make programming decision to increase retention, the low 
visibility of her office can be a barrier, as described above.  Further, Chloe also feels 
supported by the institution as they are investing financial capital into her office.   
We are a growing department. I report to a VP, then there’s me, and then I have a 
coordinator.  We are currently hiring since we are increasing the numbers in our 
summer bridge program.  Because we know in order for things to work, you have 
to invest in staff before you invest in anything. I want to do continuous work 
throughout the year to graduation, as well.  I will need ‘Navigators’ for that. So we 
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are in the process of hiring four additional ‘Navigator’ positions where the students 
are going to have that case management feature, as well.  We don't do any advising, 
but we do everything else that falls into making the students successful.  Sometimes 
it’s almost like we should be called the ‘Office of Triage’ instead.  A student comes 
in, we diagnose what needs to happen, and then we follow up. We make the referral 
and then we follow the student through the process.  
Chloe’s sense of feeling emotionally supported, as well as the growing investment in 
administrative support, is a positive reflection on the Office’s figurative positioning within 
the University, as is reflected in the physical positioning on campus. 
Universal Design 
 The lack of pressure explicitly expressed to support first-generation college 
students at Rockland State University is reflected in the retention strategy and program 
creation process at the school.   
So the process is creating a new environment in programming that could benefit all 
students, but can then reach what each student needs. For instance, the summer 
bridge program is not for all students, even though all students may hear about it.  
It is just for students with a certain GPA, it's not for all of them.  I know that it is 
the hype thing right now to have an office of retention. And when they talk about 
retention, they talk about, you know, that percentage of students who are first-gen 
or students of color.  I don't like it.  When we talk about retention, people are like, 
‘We need to make sure that, you know, these students are ready to come to our 
campus.’ People talk almost like they are from a different planet.   
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Chloe continued to talk about the coded language that is frequently used when discussing 
student retention initiatives, pointing out what she finds to be a problematic categorization 
of students:  
It's like, no, it's not if the students are ready, it is if our institution is ready. And it's 
also about welcoming them into the student body as a student first, not as a first-
gen student, specifically.  Because you're putting them in boxes already.  And that's 
what I'm very cautious about and that's the conversation that I'm having with the 
staff here. And also when we talk about that population, to talk about the different 
learning styles. It's not that it is different. It's not that it’s bad or inferior, just 
different.  Because we all have our biases.  So I'm very careful with that. So we're 
not following trends. We're not following that.  I just want to create an environment 
where we are touching every student but knowing that every student has multiple 
identities, and first-gen is one of them. And what are we doing for those students in 
addition to everything else?  So I want to have that type of conversation. 
Chloe’s office takes a purposeful interpretation of universal design here, by not offering 
any first-gen-specific programming at the institution.  While the majority of her enacted 
retention initiatives are applicable to – and heavily marketed and targeted toward – first-
gen students, Rockland State purposefully does not categorize these support initiatives as 
being designed for first-gen students in hopes that students will not feel as if they need to 
prioritize one aspect of their identity over another.  Chloe explains, saying:  
So it's not having, you know, first-gen in mind. But we know when we do certain 
things, that is the target population.  Because when we target so much we kind of 
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forget that on the sidelines there's others that could benefit from it, as well.  So 
when I'm doing programming, I always have that in mind, because obviously, we 
know that our jobs are not specifically for first-gen low income, but we do know 
that by providing certain opportunities and resources where they are able to capture 
that population. I'm always going through those lenses.  When I'm working, when 
I'm thinking about initiatives in programming, that's the lens that I take. How can I 
benefit all students?  In order to do that equity work?  
Rockland State University is bucking the trend of increasing first-gen-specific support in 
favor of creating inclusive initiatives that will hopefully increase retention for all students 
across the board, a significantly different approach from other institutions.   
What Students Want 
 Being a first-generation college student herself, Chloe remembers what it was 
like to feel lost on campus.  While all of the participants indicated that first-gen students 
are essentially looking for reliable, consistent support from someone who ‘has their back,’ 
there was an interesting difference in terms of how they applied this perception.  Chloe and 
Helen, both first-gen students themselves, focused on the emotional need of these students 
to feel a sense of belonging.  Chloe explained:  
The sense of belonging, and I cannot say enough about it. Because I think a lot of 
students, one of the main reasons that the do not persist is that they feel that sense 
of fraud, that imposter syndrome.  And the sad part about it is, it’s even if they are 
doing well!  What that is telling me is that there's a sense of belonging that is 
needed, that as an institution that maybe we're not there yet. And it incorporates a 
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lot of things. It's beyond being welcomed, but it's feeling welcomed. That includes 
a lot of things. They need to see themselves in the registrar's office, in the financial 
aid office, in the facilities, in the dorms.  Everywhere!  
Chloe went further, describing why this representation matters in all areas on campus, 
saying: 
So it’s seeing themselves represented in many departments, if not all departments 
on campus, that has a direct effect on them because then they see that they belong. 
Because what certain people don't understand is that for a long, long time, the 
negative narrative has been the prevailing one. And it's hard to wash that away. 
Chloe credits this passion to her own experiences of feeling lost and fraudulent on campus 
as a female, first-generation student of color.  It is her hope, and the University’s stance, 
that by approaching support from a holistic, not category-specific lens, Rockland State 
University will be able to retain all profiles of students at a higher rate.   
Capital University 
Digital Presence  
 Capital University has a very well-developed suite of first-generation college 
student content with links to off-campus resources (like imfirst.org) as well as University-
specific resources such as a peer mentor program and a weekly newsletter.  The website is 
neat with integrated images of students on campus in a variety of different areas.  While 
there is some out-of-date content hosted on the website, Capital University does offer a 
wide variety of programming for first-generation college students.  With programming 
ranging from social events at the beginning of each semester, to financial support 
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workshops, to faculty spotlights encouraging first-gen students to reach out to first-gen 
faculty, this variety of support satisfies many of the requirements scholars are calling for: 
the programming is student-centered, accessible, and supports students holistically 
(Demetriou et al., 2017).  Additionally, there are clearly labeled links to request more 
information, as well as integrated first-generation social media content.  First-gen students 
are able to access a significant amount of information independently through Capital 
University’s website.         
Campus Ecology 
At Capital University, the majority of first-gen services are housed in the University 
Service Office, a student service office that is designed to help students in crisis.  Students 
work with the University Service Office when they are interested in taking a leave of 
absence, need to withdraw from the University, or if they simply do not know where else 
to go for support.  The University Service Office is located on the bottom floor of a large, 
concrete administrative building.  Visitors climb a staircase to enter the building and find 
themselves in a lobby with a directory on the wall to the right, and a set of stairs straight 
ahead.  This one building houses many helpful student service offices, but the first-gen 
office is located in the basement.  There are no windows and the office is walled off with 
glass doors.  Upon descending the stairs, you enter a waiting area with a few chairs pushed 
up against the wall.  To the right is the University Service Office and to the left is the 
Cashier’s Office, which is reminiscent of a bank with tellers waiting at the cashier’s station 
and some seating along the back wall.  
While the majority of services are provided through the USO, there is also 
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programming provided on campus through the Student Engagement Office.  The USO is a 
stark ecological contrast from the Student Engagement office, which is located in a newly 
renovated building across campus.  The office beams with bright yellow paint on the walls 
and ample signage about upcoming events, programs, and services offered in the space.  
There are magazines, crayons, and paper available on tables in the waiting area to help 
decrease stress.  The space is well-lit with large windows facing campus, but, as it is not 
the predominant first-gen support office on campus, there is no mention of first-gen 
programming in the physical space.  A first-gen experience is not reflected back to visitors 
as they navigate this space.   
Administrator’s Perspective 
Collaboration 
 I met with Tonya Andersen, the Director of Student Engagement at Capital 
University, to discuss her approach to creating first-gen programming, and the barriers that 
she encounters doing so.  One such barrier is collaborating across-campus with other first-
gen support offices. Tonya has experienced difficulty trying to create meaningful 
connections, saying:   
In terms of first-gen initiatives for the entire institution, most of those have been 
housed at the University Service Office, and they've been kind of up and down from 
my perspective.  We tried to reach out to them and collaborate and it hasn't been 
that successful. They also have a first-gen mentoring program but I don't know how 
successful that has been. We tried to get a little bit involved but it didn't really work 
out. So we've kind of had to carve out our own area over here and that's been 
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primarily through our first-year, first-gen seminar.    
This lack of collaborative programming seems like a missed opportunity to Tonya, 
especially considering the financial support offices can receive to create programming and 
develop professionally.   
Feeling Supported  
In discussing the support Tonya has available to her, she expressed institutional and 
immediate supervisor support in her decision-making and program creation: 
My supervisor is totally supportive of additional trainings and professional 
development. And I think that kind of trickles down where I'm doing that with my 
staff and then hopefully we're doing that with the students, as well.  I mean, the 
informality of it, the lack of a vetting process, I mean that's probably like a strength 
and a weakness of our area.  There's not a lot that's highly formalized, so it's very 
easy to start new things and to say, “I'm going to try this and see if it works.” And 
we also have support to stop doing things when they're not working.  
After pausing, Tonya took a moment to explain that—while she feels supported in her own 
area—she is critical of campus-wide initiatives for first-gen students at Capital University: 
I think the university could definitely do a lot more. Like there's not really 
university-wide programs that I think are well-advertised or effective right now 
from my vantage point.  If there are, I certainly don't know about them. And if I 
don't know about them, chances are a first-gen student doesn't know about them 
either. So I think that there's definitely work to be done.  I think that the University 
could do better as a whole.  
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Universal Design 
 Tonya also touched on the need for her office to support all students, not just 
first-generation college students.  In reviewing practices that may be inadvertently 
alienating for some students, she identified ways that she can be better supporting all 
students: 
We did sort of took a deep dive into some of our programs and ways in which they 
were inclusive or not. We were looking at, for instance, like our student government 
elections and we realized the way that we were explaining it didn't make sense, 
specifically for first-gen students but also students for whom English isn't their first 
language, or because we had ‘slates’ so like students had to run on a slate which 
essentially means like a ‘ticket.’ You have to run as president or vice president but 
like if you're just throwing around the term slate…like that doesn't mean anything! 
This analysis of language and messaging is an apt one considering the lack of academic 
and social capital first-generation college students are documented as missing (McCoy, 
2014).   
What Students Want 
 When asked what first-generation college students are looking for from their 
institutions, Tonya — who is not a first-generation college student – took a practical 
approach, saying her perception is that first-gen students are mainly looking for clarifying 
information.  
I think that they don't know what questions to ask necessarily so I think they're just 
looking for like outreach and for things to be explained. I think they're also looking 
for language that they understand as there's so many acronyms and that's confusing 
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even for students whose parents did go to college. But especially if you're really 
navigating it on their own I think they're expecting us, and they need us, to be like 
four steps ahead of the game to be like, ‘OK! FAFSA forms are coming back up.’  
How can we get ahead of that and explain to students how to do this in a language 
that makes sense?  Or like finals are coming up, how can we explain this to students 
in a way that makes sense. We really need to be better at fully explaining what 
things are so that it is approachable for all of our students. 
This notion that higher education is ‘jargony’ and that the language and messaging used to 
communicate to students can act as a barrier for traditionally underrepresented populations 
has been discussed specifically about first-generation college students.  Brinkman et al. 
(2013) focus on this in their examination of the information seeking strategies of first-gen 
students saying, “A further source of frustration was the jargon and vocabulary used in 
university life, which compounded their feelings of being lost” (p. 646).  They bring this 
up again later in the article as a formal recommendation saying, “Library staff need to be 
careful when using library jargon, and seek to clarify terms and directions. Building 
empathy in public service librarians for the particular challenges that first-generation 
students may face can help to bridge the information gap and to alleviate students’ anxiety” 
(p. 649).  Tonya’s feedback comes from a very practical and logical source.  It is 
fundamentally transactional in the sense that it posits students as information seekers and 
institutional stakeholders as information holders, but it does not address the emotional 
impact these barriers can impose upon marginalized populations.  
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5.5 Implications  
 
 First-gen Administrators.  In reviewing the differences in responses about 
what first-generation college students are looking for from institutions, there was a marked 
difference based upon the generational status of administrators, and this difference 
deserves investigation.  The two administrators who are themselves first-generation college 
students couched their responses in emotional terms, explicitly drawing upon their own 
first-gen experiences to empathize with current students about what programs are needed 
for success.  Both Helen and Chloe pointed to their own generational status as an asset 
when connecting with first-generation college students.  Previous research has pointed out 
how first-gen students are looking to be better understood by administrators as their 
experiences are so foreign from what surrounds them on-campus (Covarrubias, 2019).  It 
is not surprising that a personal connection to a first-gen status softens the perception of 
student success.  More research should be conducted to examine how generational status 
of support staff for first-gen students impacts experiences and student success.   
 First-Gen Focus.  While three different institution types were reviewed with 
varying types of programming and varying percentages of FGCSs, there was a common 
theme of not exclusively supporting first-generation college students.  The intention of a 
universal-design approach may be increasing inclusivity on campus, but not mentioning 
generational status of students on either a digital or physical campus is an erasure of the 
identity of a significant percentage of already at-risk students.  This erasure may further 
alienate this marginalized population and be a disincentive to reach out and ask for help – 
something this population already struggles with (Davis, 2010).  In order to fully embrace 
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and support this population, institutions need to increase the visibility of the population on-
campus.  Representation matters.  Not having your experience reflected back through the 
campus ecology (including an institution’s digital space), can be further destabilizing for a 
population that is already less likely to feel a sense of belonging on campus (Oldfield, 
2007).   
   Quality. As there is no agreed upon structure that is most effective for the 
first-generation college student population, more research needs to be done to examine 
what is currently available to students, and to get a sense of what students are actually 
looking for from institutions.  With institutions frequently claiming that first-gen student 
retention is a priority, there needs to be a heightened emphasis on data collection.  For this 
study, all three site institutions admit that they are not actively reviewing data from students 
measuring satisfaction or success.  There also has not been a systematic review of the 
impact these individual programs have on retention and graduation rates at these 
institutions.   
Scale. The goal of this study is to paint a landscape of first-gen programming at 
three institutions in the Northeast, including a portrait of who creates and is responsible for 
said programming.  While the three institution types are different, administrators still 
experience a sense of responsibility for the retention of these at-risk students.  While 
retention begins at admission, the pressure associated with being responsible for retaining 
over 10,000 students is daunting.  As first-gen students have less support going through the 
college application process (Mehta et al., 2011), summer bridge programs are frequently 
recommended as particularly helpful retention interventions (McCoy, 2014; Terenzini et 
 128 
 
al., 1996; Petty, 2014).  The summer bridge program offered at Rockland State University 
has a real opportunity to impact the retention and general satisfaction rate of first-gen 
students as it draws from both student and academic affairs support services.  Yet, the scale 
of the program hampers its impact.  This past year, RSU welcomed its largest first-year 
class of roughly 1600 students.  The entering class of 2023 was 80% first-gen.  The summer 
bridge program ran with roughly one hundred students.  This reflects less than 10% of the 
first-gen entering class, not to mention the fact that that means there is no programming or 
information readily available for upper-class first-gen students.   
Scale and representation are also an issue at Metro and Capital Universities.  
Metro’s first-gen programming, while comprehensive for those who are accepted, is 
capped at 500 maximum.  Students can apply at any time of their academic tenure at Metro 
University (as compared to RSU’s pre-matriculation model), but supporting 500 students 
on-campus (knowing that a proportion of that 500 must also be either low-income and have 
a documented disability) is not enough to be representative of the larger first-gen 
population (over 9,000 students) on campus.   
If we continue this calculus for Central University, we see that—for the programs 
I was able to get access to—the maximum number of students supported each year in the 
three semesters of ‘College 101 for First-Gens’ is 42 (sections are typically capped at 14 
with 2 sections in the spring and 1 in the fall).  This means, at present, the maximum 
number of first-gen students who are able to take advantage of pre-existing programs at 
these three institutions (as described in this study) is 642.    
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 Cross-Campus Connections. This proportion further underscores the need for 
increased collaboration across campus, as well as a rigorous investment in increased 
assessment.  The onus of support and retention of these students cannot fall squarely on 
one or two offices.  As Pascarella et al. called for in 2004:  
The evidence quite clearly points to a broad array of experiences shaping students' 
cognitive development that goes well beyond the narrow structural and 
programmatic separations between "academic" and "student" affairs found on most 
college and university campuses. The implication is for greater programmatic and 
structural integration and for broader thinking and greater collaboration across 
structural boundaries when "learning experiences" and policies are being developed 
(p. 279).   
Of note is also Pascarella et al.’s call for consideration when creating policies that impact 
first-generation college students.  Recourses, both digital and not, need to be reviewed and 
assessed for equity and representation.  Physical spaces on campus communicate a 
significant amount about how student experiences are valued by an institution (Cabrera et 
al., 2016), so stakeholders at colleges and universities should be mindful of being inclusive 
and representative of underrepresented students.  As campus ecology includes campus 
culture and climate (Kuh, 2011), I would also argue that a school’s digital presence should 
be included here.  Knowing that first-gen students, specifically, rely on digital self-serve 
resources (i.e. the internet) to help mitigate barriers (Brinkman et al., 2013; Lowery-Hart 
& Pacheco, 2009), online platforms should be reviewed regularly to create an inventory of 
programming and support services for these students that is up-to-date and accurate.  This 
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is a low cost, high-impact measure that can help reinforce the importance of the first-gen 
population on campus.   
5.6 Limitations and Future Research 
 
 While the results of this small, comparative case study are not designed to be 
generalized, this study aims to contribute a greater sense of what supporting first-
generation college students looks like in practice.  More research is needed in the area of 
program evaluation and assessment in order to get an accurate sense of what types of 
programs are actually working.  Further, as first-gen scholarship continues to trend toward 
prioritizing student voices and perspectives, more work needs to be done in the area of 
first-gen administrators, as well.  As there has been research on the idea of ‘authentic 
representation’ in the area of other underrepresented populations (Luedke, 2017), there is 
an opportunity to examine the connection and impact first-gen administrators have with 
first-gen students.   
 Further, while many studies call for increased individualized advising and 
mentoring programs, there have not been many investigations into what it takes to create 
and execute first-gen programming in light of the increased retention pressure of the 
present day.  More qualitative research needs to be conducted examining not only the 
process of first-gen program creation, but also investigating the lived experiences of the 
administrators who implement said programming.  This will help showcase the governing 
structures of higher-education institutions, retention pressure placed on administrators, as 
well as the impact first-gen students have on administrative approaches to program 
implementation.  Lastly, more research is needed to review the impact of a universal design 
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approach to first-gen programming.  This would be a review of the efficacy of 
programming that is designed to support all students, instead of a cohort-specific model 
(e.g. what Metro University is offering compared to what Rockland State offers).   
 As first-gen students are continuing to struggle within higher education, the 
traditional approach to support programming needs to change.  Scholarship energy should 
be focused on investigating the efficacy of individual, first-gen specific interventions (e.g. 
first-gen specific advising), as compared to universally-designed programs that may help 
all students excel.  First-generation college students are not monolithic, so administrators 
and other key stakeholders need to be willing to be flexible, dynamic, and collaborative 
when designing programming options.  This study highlights three different models of first-
gen support.  More research is needed to assess the impact different models have.  This 
granular view of programming has the potential to increase student belonging, engagement, 
and retention for this population, which is an achievement that has eluded administrators 
for decades. 
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Chapter VI: Discussion and Implications 
 
 This dissertation project aimed to highlight the lived experiences of first-generation 
college students and the resources that are available to support them.  The goal of this three-
article dissertation was to prioritize and accentuate student and administrator voices in 
order to increase the amount of direct feedback in scholarly literature surrounding first-
generation college students.   
 While there is a significant body of literature discussing the issues first-gen students 
face navigating the higher education system, qualitative studies focusing on successful 
student profiles are less plentiful.  There is power in hearing first-generation college 
students call their own identities positive and valuable, but we will not hear these students’ 
positive insights or feelings of self-assuredness unless we create and provide the space for 
students to reflect on their own narratives and experiences.  Too frequently literature points 
to the potential of a first-gen status as being beneficial to students without ever actually 
asking the student how they interpret their own experiences.  More research needs to be 
conducted prioritizing the students’ voices.  Additionally, considering the likelihood of 
first-generation college students possessing additional at-risk factors, this population 
should not be looked at as monolithic.  Instead, there is an opportunity to continue to study 
individual, more specific subpopulations of first-gen students, such as first-gen caregivers.  
 As I demonstrated in my first study, a phenomenological review of first-generation 
college student caregivers, this subpopulation of first-gen students experience many similar 
phenomena that have been shown in extant literature (such as difficulty with the admissions 
process, family achievement guilt, and imposter syndrome), but they also have additional 
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barriers due to being a caregiver.  In elevating being a caregiver and foregrounding this 
population as the subject of my first article, I found a causality associated with being a 
caregiver.  Specifically, the participants expressed feeling guilt about leaving their families 
because of the additional responsibilities they assumed at home.  Similarly, the participants 
discussed experiencing imposterism on-campus, but an added layer was due to the 
significant juxtaposition they encountered between feeling worthy at-home and fraudulent 
at-school.  This is a new layer to these phenomena for first-generation college students that 
may help us further understand the difficulty these students face when simultaneously 
navigating their home and academic spheres.  
 Two additional findings of this first article that add important implications to the 
study of first-generation college students are the temporal component of caregiving and the 
assumption of a caregiver role beyond traditional familial relationships.  Not only is a 
caregiver status impactful pre-matriculation while a first-gen student is assuming 
additional familial or interpersonal responsibilities, but my first study demonstrated that 
this caregiving affects how first-gen caregiver participants view their role within their 
larger friend groups, as well as positions at work and in academic group projects.  The first-
gen caregivers expressed feeling like a caregiver for all, regardless of context.  
Additionally, these first-gen caregivers also outlined a desire to pursue professions that are 
altruistic in nature, some even expressing a moral imperative to do so based on their 
personal experiences of being a caregiver.  Being a first-gen caregiver has implications for 
the students’ understanding and conception of their past, present, and future selves, which 
is particularly important considering the research that has been done on first-generation 
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college students’ inability to be forward thinking due to the presumed lack of academic 
and social capital they possess (Davis, 2010; Tate et al., 2013).   
 Taking an even more granular approach, the results of my second study highlight 
the experiences of a female first-generation college student caregiver of color as she 
reflects on her own life story over three years of data collection.  Using a framework of 
relational critical race theory, this narrative study shows in great detail what the challenges, 
barriers, and successes are for one particular first-gen caregiver of color as she navigates 
the higher education system in her own words.  This study underscores the importance of 
individual, intersectional support programming for first-generation college students due to 
the complex nature of a first-gen status.  As seen in my second study, if the available 
support programming is not intersectional in nature, we run the risk of further alienating 
this already at-risk group and continuing to offer ineffective programming that these 
students will not attend.  
 The results of studies one and two, considered together, shed light on the 
implications of study three, a comparative case study that outlined the different types of 
support available at three different institutions in the same metropolitan area.  By looking 
at what currently exists and where it falls within a University’s governance process, we 
begin to see what kind of priority institutions are ascribing to this population; however, just 
as it is important to invest in student narratives, it is equally important to consider the 
pressure and potential lack of resources administrators experience while trying to create 
and execute programming for first-generation college students.  While almost every article 
about first-generation college students points to a need for additional support programming 
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(including my own first two studies in this dissertation project), very few articles examine 
the administrative structures and potential barriers that accompany program creation.  My 
third study showed that the implementation of programming and the retention of first-gen 
students falls on a select few administrators at each institution, creating silos on campus 
and missed opportunities for cross-campus collaboration.  In discussing what they think 
students are looking for, administrators from these three institutions provided a range of 
answers that varied from practical support to emotional connectedness.  The emphasis on 
emotional and psychological support was tied to the administrators’ own generational 
status, which may provide greater insight into how to best support first-generation college 
students in the future.  There needs to be more qualitative research conducted to get greater 
insight into the experiences of first-gen administrators in order to better understand the 
tension between the practical goals of student retention and the more personal goals of 
student support. 
6.1 Recommendations for the Field  
 Increased Intersectionality. Seeing as this population of students is inherently 
diverse and is significantly more likely to possess multiple at-risk characteristics, there 
needs to be a fundamental shift in how we support first-generation college students.  
Support programming that is developed and implemented for this particular population 
needs to be intersectional in nature and supportive of the non-traditional skillsets that first-
generation college students bring to campus, due to their varied exposure to academic, 
social, and cultural capital.  We saw this in the first study of this project where participants 
voiced a sense of missed opportunity on the University’s part; schools are not taking 
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advantage of the varied skills that these students possess and add to the campus community.  
Understanding the large landscape of higher education and the financial constraints that 
accompany program creation, it is important to note that this additional, increasingly 
individualized and intersectional programming does not need to be a high-cost investment 
for a University.  Instead, this programming could be as simple as a peer mentor program 
that allows first-generation college students to leverage the nontraditional skills they 
possess based on their complex, multi-hyphenated identities (e.g. how to navigate tax 
filings for your family while you are away from home), or a workshop presentation 
allowing first-gen students to showcase and discuss the time management skills they have 
acquired over a lifetime of managing multiple responsibilities.  These are two small 
examples of programming that would require a minimal financial investment, but have the 
potential for a significant return.  These types of initiatives would increase first-gen 
involvement on-campus, as well as provide opportunities for first-gen students of all types 
to feel empowered by their own narratives, thus working to dispel the stigma and 
imposterism that surrounds a first-generation college student status.  
 Utilizing Collected Data.  In addition to creating new student-led programming 
that is intersectional and sensitive to individual student narratives, higher education 
institutions need to better utilize collected data in order to create intersectional 
programming that welcomes students and creates a campus ecology where first-generation 
college students feel comfortable and seen enough to share their stories.  If we take the 
second study of this dissertation as an example, we can identify a significant amount of 
information that was collected through the admission and financial aid processes that was 
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not utilized to create specific outreach programming.  Specifically, Olivia, the subject of 
my narrative case study, disclosed in her application that she was 1) female, 2) a first-
generation college student, 3) a student of color, 4) coming from a financially unstable 
background, and 5) coming from a difficult domestic situation without adequate support 
(as evinced by the supplemental essay she submitted to the Financial Aid Office).  This 
combination of information was not taken into consideration or utilized to provide specific 
support for Olivia.  Instead, her general first-gen status qualified her for an invitation to a 
social gathering at orientation, which she felt was not representative of her experience and 
led her to make the determination never to attend another first-gen program again.  The 
University lost her before the semester even began because they did not take her individual, 
intersectional identity into account.  This prioritization of a standard first-gen status ignores 
the additional at-risk characteristics that are evident in a student’s application.  This is a 
missed opportunity for an institution to create meaningful connections with a student based 
on already-collected data that is being isolated in the admission process. Isolating this data 
increases the chances of isolating students.   
 Cross-Campus Collaboration.  As institutions collect a significant amount of data 
that is not being utilized to its fullest extent, there is an opportunity to improve and increase 
cross-campus collaboration.  Creating an expectation that multiple offices, departments, 
and divisions are involved in the support and retention of first-generation college students 
will reduce the pressure that a select few administrators bear at an institution.  Further, 
increasing communication across the academic and student affairs divisions will help 
provide opportunity for holistic first-gen support that breaks down silos on campus.  
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Reframing the notion of first-gen support being the responsibility of particular offices will 
increase awareness of student experiences and increase buy-in from faculty and other non-
administrative staff at an institution — which is particularly exciting as faculty intervention 
has been shown to be incredibly impactful on first-gen student success (Kim, 2009; McKay 
& Estrella 2008).  As seen in my third study, administrators express feeling siloed and 
saddled with an unrealistic amount of pressure to support and retain first-gen students on 
their own. Thus this cross-campus support system would increase collaboration and 
awareness of at-risk student experiences.       
 Future Research.  My last recommendation is a call to continue to study additional 
subpopulations of first-generation college students.  Scholars need to continue to fight 
against the notion that first-generation college students are a monolithic population whose 
generational status is enough to connect them.  This is a reductive and erasive practice that 
produces ineffective and surface-level support programming.  Additional qualitative 
research is needed in the field in order to continue to prioritize and highlight first-
generation college student voices and experiences.  Increasing the awareness of student 
experiences beyond the statistics that accompany a first-generation college student label 
will benefit not only the students themselves, but also the administrators who support them.  
Empowering first-gen students to reflect on their own experiences and to feel open and 
proud of their narratives will help dismantle the traditional power dynamic and dispel the 
stigma that exists based on generational status, thus moving us toward a more just and 
equitable higher education system for all students.  Through research, we have an 
opportunity to reframe the narrative about first-generation college students using their own 
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words, experiences, and values; this is an opportunity to truly begin to move toward a 
value-added approach as opposed to perpetuating the deficit-model of research that has 
plagued this population for decades.  Continuing to highlight the non-traditional skillsets 
these students have accumulated through their first-gen existences, we can hopefully move 
toward a system where these identities and experiences are seen not only as valuable, but 
as desirable traits and contributions to the higher education enterprise.  We need to shift 
the paradigm of first-generation college student support from one that merely tolerates 
these students’ experiences to one that instead courts and celebrates these students for who 
they are. 
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APPENDIX A: FIRST-GEN RECRUITMENT EMAIL 
 
 
Email Subject Line: $25 Gift Card! Study of FEMALE FIRST-GENERATION 
COLLEGE STUDENTS—Participants Needed!  
 
 
Hello! 
 
I hope this message finds you well!  My name is Shannon Balliro and I am a first-generation 
college student (meaning neither of my parents went to college) and a second-year doctoral 
candidate at the Boston University School of Education.   
 
I am looking for fellow female first-gen students who would be willing to help me with a 
research project I am working on.  I am hoping to talk with first-gen students who are also 
caregivers outside of school - if you help pay bills at home, have a baby, babysit a sibling, 
or are more generally responsible for another person, I want to talk to YOU!  My project 
is focused on the experiences of female first-gen college student caregivers as they make 
their way through an undergraduate degree.  We would just be chatting about your college 
life, so you would not need to prepare anything in particular, and it would be a very low-
key conversation and email exchange!   
 
I am reaching out to you in hopes that you are interested in participating in or learning more 
about this study.  If you would like to help, please contact me at sups25@bu.edu for more 
information.  Eligible participants will receive a $25 gift card and the satisfaction of helping 
out a fellow first-gen student (which is, of course, invaluable!)!   
 
Thank you so much for taking the time to read my message.  I hope your school year is off 
to a great start.  Congrats, again, on being the first in your family to make it to college!  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Shannon Balliro 
Doctoral Candidate 
Educational Leadership & Policy Studies 
Boston University School of Education 
sups25@bu.edu  
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APPENDIX B: DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS 
 
Thank you for your interest in my dissertation research!  Below is a set of questions that 
will help me get to know you better.  I will be using this information to determine 
whether or not you are a good fit for my study.  Keep in mind that there is no right 
answer, so please respond openly and honestly.  
Thank you, again, for your help!  
 
1) How old are you? 
2) Do you identify as male or female? 
3) Were you born in the United States?  
a. If not, where were you born?  
4) What is your current college level (e.g. first-year, second-year, third-year, fourth-
year)? 
5) Did your mother graduate from college with a Bachelor’s Degree? 
6) Did your father graduate from college with a Bachelor’s Degree? 
7) Do you consider yourself a caregiver or assume a caregiver role?  (Some 
examples of a caregiver role are: being a mother, babysitting a sibling, helping 
pay bills at home, assisting an older relative make/attend doctor’s appointments, 
etc.).  
8) How would you describe your family’s economic status (e.g. low-income, middle 
class, upper-middle class, wealthy, etc.)?   
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APPENDIX C: PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
Being Everything to Everyone: The Lived Experiences 
Of Female First-Generation College Students And 
How Universities Can Better Support Them 
 
Principal Investigator:                      Co-Investigator/Faculty Advisor:  
Shannon Balliro            Catherine O’Connor, Ph.D. 
Doctoral Candidate                                                  Doctoral Candidate            Professor of Education and Linguistics 
Boston University School of Education         Boston University School of Education 
sups25@bu.edu             mco@bu.edu  
781.351.9441             617.353.3318 
 
Purpose:  
The purpose of this research study is to better understand the lived experiences of female 
first-generation college students (FGCS) from three different institutions in the greater 
Boston area who identify as caregivers.  I aim to discover how they perceive their own 
identities, and to investigate whether their particular combination of statuses affects their 
abilities to be successful at the college level.  Additionally, this study will investigate what 
these students are specifically looking for by way of support resources from an institution.  
While there has been a significant amount of scholarly attention paid to first-gen college 
students, there is still work to be done in order to decipher what support structures smaller 
subpopulations of first-generation college students need in order to be successful.  
Understanding what already exists on campuses today and what students are looking for 
will help advance the field toward more efficient and effective programming.   
 
Procedures: 
Your participation in this research study will consist of one audio-recorded, in-depth 
interview lasting approximately 30-90 minutes each and a follow-up email or telephone 
exchange.  If needed, a follow-up interview (lasting between 30-90 minutes) will be 
conducted.     
 
In our initial interview you will be asked to discuss your personal background and 
narrative, as well as your college-choice experiences.  You will also be asked about what 
resources, if any, you use at your current institution and your opinions on those resources.  
You will be asked about your college experience, life outside of the classroom, and 
potential work/professional experiences.    I will ask you to voluntarily share stories from 
your life about how being a first-generation college student has potentially affected your 
experiences and identity.  You will then be asked to explain why these experiences are 
important to you.    After the interviews are concluded, I will email you to ask you to clarify 
and/or confirm your responses as needed.  I will also ask you to provide any additional 
information that you believe is important.  Students will receive a $25 gift card for 
participating, and there will not be any costs to you for participating in this research study.   
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Protection of Privacy: 
To keep the records of this study confidential, a code number will be used in place of your 
name on all documents and audio recording file labels used during this research study.  I 
will create a key to the code that links your name to your study data.  Both the key and the 
records will be kept in a password-protected Google Drive account owned by me.  The Co-
Investigator and I will be the only people with access to this Google Drive account.  All 
audio recordings will be stored on this Google Drive account until they are transcribed and 
identifying information is removed.  The audio recordings will be destroyed at the end of 
the study.  Anonymized records from this research study will be stored for seven years and 
may be used in future research.   
 
Your real name will be replaced with a pseudonym in all written reports of this research 
study.  Any of your responses may be used in any reports of this research study, but no 
information that may reveal your identity, institution, or the identity of the people you 
mention will ever be shared. 
  
Participant Rights: 
Participating in this study is entirely your choice.  You are free to end your participation at 
any time for any reason.  There is no penalty for ending your participation.  If you stop 
participating, the information that you have already provided will be destroyed. 
 
Risks and Benefits:  
There is a risk that you may be uncomfortable with some of the questions and topics I ask 
about as they may be personal, emotional topics.  You do not have to answer any questions 
that make you feel uncomfortable.  Please be aware that there are also no right or wrong 
answers for the questions asked in this study.  There is a potential loss of confidentiality 
due to the information that will be asked and included in the study.  There are no direct 
benefits from participating in this research study. Your participation may help further the 
understanding of the experiences of first-generation college students and what, if any, 
changes should be made to available resources.  
 
Questions and Concerns: 
We encourage you to ask questions!  If you have any questions or concerns about this 
research study or your participation in it, please contact Principal Investigator Shannon 
Balliro any time at sups25@bu.edu or 781.351.9441.  Shannon is a doctoral candidate at 
the School of Education at Boston University.  Her research is being guided by the Co-
Investigator and Faculty Advisor Dr. Catherine O’Connor, whom you may also contact at 
mco@bu.edu or at (617) 353-3318.  You may obtain further information about your rights 
as a research subject by calling the Boston University Charles River Campus Institutional 
Review Board Office at (617) 358-6115. 
 
Statement of Consent:  
By agreeing to participate in this study, I (the participant) acknowledge that I have read 
and understand the above information.  I am aware that my participation in this study is 
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voluntary and that I can end my participation at any time.  I have been given the chance to 
ask questions about this research study and my participation in it.   
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APPENDIX D: ADMINISTRATOR PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT 
FORM 
Being Everything to Everyone: The Lived Experiences 
Of Female First-Generation College Students And 
How Universities Can Better Support Them 
 
Principal Investigator:             Co-Investigator/Faculty 
Advisor:  
Shannon Balliro              Catherine O’Connor, Ph.D. 
Doctoral Candidate              Professor of Education and 
Linguistics 
Boston University School of Education           Boston University School of 
Education  
sups25@bu.edu               mco@bu.edu  
781.351.9441               617.353.3318 
 
Purpose:  
The purpose of this research study is to better understand the lived experiences of female 
first-generation college (FGCS) students from three different institutions in the greater 
Boston area as well as the resources that are available to them currently, and the potential 
struggles and success administrators at these institutions experience in supporting students.  
Additionally, this study will investigate what these students are specifically looking for by 
way of support resources from an institution.  Although there is no real dissent amongst 
scholars regarding the negative effects a FGCS status carries, there is still work to be done 
in order to decipher what support structures smaller subpopulations of first-generation 
college students need in order to be successful.  Understanding what already exists on 
campuses today and what students are looking for will help advance the field toward more 
efficient and effective programming.   
 
Procedures: 
Your participation in this research study will consist of one audio-recorded, in-depth 
interview lasting approximately 30-90 minutes each and a follow-up email or telephone 
exchange.  If needed, a follow-up interview (lasting between 30-90 minutes) will be 
conducted. 
 
In our initial interview you will be asked to discuss your professional and personal 
backgrounds, as well as how you began working with first-generation college students.  
You will also be asked to discuss your personal roles and responsibilities within the larger 
University structure.  Additionally, I will ask about potential hurdles or successes you have 
had while supporting students, as well as your goals and hopes for the future.  Attention 
will also be paid to discussing what you think, at this point, first-generation college students 
are looking for from an institution, and how administrators can better support them.   After 
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the interviews are concluded, I will email you to ask you to clarify and/or confirm your 
responses as needed.  I will also ask you to provide any additional information that you 
believe is important.  If needed, I will ask you to participate in another interview to help 
clarify or gather additional data.  You will not be paid nor are will there be any costs to you 
for participating in this research study.   
 
Protection of Privacy: 
To keep the records of this study confidential, a code number will be used in place of 
your name on all documents and audio recording file labels used during this research 
study.  I will create a key to the code that links your name to your study data.  Both the 
key and the records will be kept in a password-protected Google Drive account owned by 
me.  The Co-Investigator and I will be the only people with access to this Google Drive 
account.  All audio recordings will be stored on this Google Drive account until they are 
transcribed and anonymized.   The audio recordings will be destroyed at the end of the 
study.  Identifying information will be removed from the transcripts of this research, and 
records from this study will be stored for seven years and may be used in future research.   
 
Your real name will be replaced with a pseudonym in all written reports of this research 
study.  Any of your responses may be used in any reports of this research study, but no 
information that may reveal your identity, institution, or the identity of the people you 
mention will ever be shared. 
  
Participant Rights: 
Participating in this study is entirely your choice.  You are free to end your participation at 
any time for any reason.  There is no penalty for ending your participation.  If you stop 
participating, the information that you have already provided will be destroyed. 
 
Risks and Benefits:  
There is a minimal risk that you may be uncomfortable with some of the questions and 
topics I ask about.  You do not have to answer any questions that make you feel 
uncomfortable.  Please be aware that there are also no right or wrong answers for the 
questions asked in this study.   There are no direct benefits from participating in this 
research study. Your participation may help further the understanding of the experiences 
of first-generation college students and what, if any, changes should be made to available 
resources  
 
Questions and Concerns: 
We encourage you to ask questions!  If you have any questions or concerns about this 
research study or your participation in it, please contact Principal Investigator Shannon 
Balliro any time at sups25@bu.edu or 781.351.9441.  You may also contact Co-
Investigator and Faculty Advisor Dr. Catherine O’Connor any time at mco@bu.edu or at 
(617) 353-3318.  You may obtain further information about your rights as a research 
subject by calling the Boston University Charles River Campus Institutional Review Board 
Office at (617) 358-6115. 
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Statement of Consent:  
By agreeing to participate in this study, I (the participant) acknowledge that I have read 
and understand the above information.  I am aware that my participation in this study is 
voluntary and that I can end my participation at any time.  I have been given the chance to 
ask questions about this research study and my participation in it.  My questions have been 
answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in the study.       
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APPENDIX E: STUDENT PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 
 
Stage 1: Background/Initial Interview 
Personal Background: 
 
 
 
• Please tell me about yourself 
(race/ethnicity, SES, gender, 
caregiver, etc.). 
 
 
• In what ways are you a 
caregiver? 
 
 
 
Follow-Up Questions: 
 
• Personal and family history  
• How would you describe your family?  
Where did you grow up? 
• What do you consider to be your 
family’s socioeconomic status?  What 
makes you think that?  How did that 
upbringing affect you? 
• What does it mean, to you, to be 
female?  
 
• How do your non-academic 
responsibilities affect your school life?   
 
• Do you consider yourself a student, first 
and foremost? 
 
 
College Selection Process: 
 
• Tell me about what it was 
like for you applying to 
colleges. 
 
Follow-Up Questions: 
 
• What made you apply to college?  Did 
you encounter any significant issues 
while applying to college?  Did you 
apply for financial aid?  
• Did you receive any support from your 
family during the application process?  
 
First-Gen: 
 
 
• What does it mean to you to 
be first-gen?  How does this 
affect your identity/how you 
view yourself?  
 
 
 
Follow-Up Questions: 
• Have you ever heard that term before?  
• Do you think your experience at college 
is different from others because you are 
first-gen?   
• What was your first week at school like 
for you?  How did you feel? 
• Do you find it difficult to speak in 
class?  
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• Do you use any resources 
that are available to you as a 
first-gen student at this 
institution? 
 
• How do your statuses as both 
first-gen and caregiver affect 
you as a student?   
 
• How do you define success? 
 
• Is there anything else you 
would like to share about 
how you view your own 
identity as a female FGCS? 
 
 
• Do you feel as if you belong at this 
school? 
 
 
• What do you wish were available to you 
as a first-gen student? 
 
 
 
• Do your multiple responsibilities help 
motivate you?  
• Does your first-gen status affect you 
positively or negatively?  Or not at all?  
 
• How do you feel when you succeed 
academically? 
• What do you think when you are not 
academically successful? 
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APPENDIX F: ADMINISTRATOR PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 
 
Stage 1: Background/Initial Interview 
Educational/Professional 
Background: 
 
• Tell me about your formal 
education as an adult.   
 
 
• Tell me about your 
professional background.    
 
 
Follow-Up Questions: 
 
• Where did you earn your 
undergraduate/graduate degrees, 
licenses, and certifications?  What were 
they in?  Why did you study these areas?  
Are you, yourself, a first-gen student? 
 
• What positions have you held?  Have 
you been in other fields besides 
education?  What led you to these 
different positions? Does your 
professional background impact your 
current work as an educator?  What 
drives you to work with first-generation 
college students? 
 
Professional Background & 
Identity: 
 
• How would you describe 
yourself professionally? 
 
Follow-Up Questions: 
 
• What are your self-perceived strengths?  
Weaknesses? Do you view yourself as a 
leader?  What is your level of 
commitment to your current work?  
How would you describe your work 
ethic?  Is your professional identity 
related to your personal identity?  If so, 
how? 
Resources: 
 
• Can you describe the 
resources that are currently 
available to first-generation 
college students? 
• How do you currently assess 
the success of your 
programming?  
 
Follow-Up Questions: 
 
• What do you think goes into creating a 
successful student-support program?  
Are you satisfied with the resources that 
are now available to FGCS?  How did 
these programs develop?  If applicable: 
what made you want to work with these 
students?   
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• What would you like to change, if 
anything?  Where would you like to see 
these programs go in the future?  Are 
there other support structures you wish 
were in place? 
Professional Development: 
 
• Describe the formal 
professional development 
you’ve experienced/are 
experiencing as an 
administrator. 
 
• Describe the informal 
professional development 
you’ve experienced/are 
experiencing as an 
administrator. 
 
Follow-Up Questions: 
 
 
• What kind of an impact have these 
experiences made on you 
professionally?  Do you feel you are 
able to better support these students due 
to your professional development?  
What made these experiences effective 
or ineffective?   
 
Program Development: 
 
• What is the general process 
for creating new programs at 
the institution? 
 
• What are the limitations you 
face as an administrator 
supporting at-risk students?  
 
Follow-Up Questions: 
 
• Do you feel supported by your 
institution?  Are first-generation college 
students a priority at your University?  
 
• Has there been an instance where you 
have not been able to support a student 
as well as you would have liked due to 
University restrictions?   
 
• Can you provide specific examples from 
your own experience?  What would your 
“ideal” FGCS support program(s) look 
like and why? 
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